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This research aimed to explore crisis emotions and their formation during a crisis as other
scholars had argued there was a lack of research in reviewing outcomes of crises other than
reputation. More precisely, this research studied the success of eSports organization’s crisis
communication and reasons behind the emotions that had appeared in a crisis that was
caused by the organization’s decision to remove the fans’ favorite player from the CS:GO
team. Theoretical background which the research was based on was built around Situational
Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), which was enhanced with studies that focused on crisis
emotions and their formation during the crisis. The study was carried out as a qualitative single
case study that utilized content analysis as a research method. The analysis was conducted
by examining if the organization matched their crisis response strategies according to the
SCCT theory’s guidelines and what the effects of matched or mismatched response strategies
were. Furthermore, the formation of both short- and long-term emotions was analyzed. Data
for the research was collected from the fans’ online discussions and the case organization’s
and its’ members’ public statements.
The findings of the study demonstrated that the case organization failed to match the crisis
response strategies according to the SCCT guidelines. The negative emotions formed during
the crisis were related to the fans’ attachment to the player removed from the organization.
Moreover, the mismatched crisis communication responses failed to mitigate the negative
emotions in the short term and it was also concluded that the scapegoat response strategy,
which was utilized by the organization’s member, actually accelerated the crisis by causing
more negativity in online discussions. However, after a long period of time these negative
emotions in online discussions were forgotten and replaced with positive emotions by a new
player acquisition and the team started winning games. It was, hence, concluded that the only
visible long-term effect of the crisis was the negative crisis history which would affect the
organization negatively in the future if it faces a new crisis. Additionally, the study found that
reputational stigma was a factor that had an effect in the SCCT framework and, thus, the study
proposed a revised version of the framework. Nevertheless, this observation and its
significance require more research as they should be verified with quantitative research
methods. Another limitation in this study was its nature of a single-case study which weakened
the generalizability of the findings. However, the results could be valuable for other
researchers in the same field and could be used as an orientation for future studies.
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Tämä tutkimus pyrki tarkastelemaan kriisitunteita ja niiden muodostumista kriisin aikana, sillä
toiset tutkijat olivat esittäneet, että muiden kriisilopputulemien kuin maineen osalta tutkimustyö
oli puutteellista. Tarkemmin ottaen tämä tutkimus tarkasteli e-urheiluorganisaation
kriisiviestinnän onnistumista ja syitä niiden tunteiden takana, jotka esiintyivät kriisissä, joka
aiheutui organisaation päätöksestä erottaa fanien lempipelaaja CS:GO-joukkueesta.
Teoreettinen kehys, joka toimi tutkimuksen pohjana, rakentui tilannekohtaisen
kriisiviestintäteoria SSCT:n ympärille, mitä vahvistettiin tutkimuksilla, jotka keskittyivät
kriisitunteisiin ja niiden muodostumiseen kriisin aikana. Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena
yksittäistapaustutkimuksena, jossa käytettiin sisältöanalyysia tutkimusmetodina. Analyysi
suoritettiin
tarkastelemalla,
onnistuiko
organisaatio
yhteensovittamaan
heidän
kriisivastauksensa SCCT-teorian suositusten mukaisiksi sekä arvioimalla, mitä vaikutuksia
yhteensopivilla ja yhteensopimattomilla vastausstrategioilla oli. Lisäksi lyhyen sekä pitkän
aikavälin tunteiden muodostumista analysoitiin. Tutkimuksen data kerättiin fanien
verkkokeskusteluista sekä tapausorganisaation ja sen jäsenien julkisista lausunnoista.
Työn löydökset osoittivat, että tapausorganisaatio epäonnistui yhteensovittamaan
kriisivastausstrategiat SCCT:n suositusten mukaisesti. Negatiiviset tunteet, jotka
muodostuivat kriisin aikana, liittyivät fanien kiintymykseen sitä pelaajaa kohtaan, joka erotettiin
organisaatiosta. Tämän ohella yhteensopimattomat kriisivastausstrategiat epäonnistuivat
lieventämään negatiivisia tunteita lyhyellä aikavälillä sekä lisäksi todettiin, että syntipukkivastausstrategia, jota käytettiin organisaation toimesta, itse asiassa kiihdytti kriisiä lisäämällä
negatiivisuutta verkkokeskusteluissa. Pitkällä aikavälillä nämä negatiiviset tunteet kuitenkin
poistuivat verkkokeskusteluista ja korvaantuivat positiivisilla tunteilla, sillä että organisaatio
hankki uuden pelaajan ja alkoi saada voittoja peleistä. Sen takia pääteltiin, että kriisin ainoa
näkyvä pitkän aikavälin vaikutus oli negatiivinen kriisihistoria, joka vaikuttaisi organisaatioon
tulevaisuudessa, jos se kohtaa uuden kriisin. Lisäksi tutkimus havaitsi, että maineellinen
stigma oli tekijä, joka vaikutti SCCT-viitekehyksessä, ja näin ollen tutkimus ehdotti uudistettua
versiota viitekehyksestä. Tämä havainto ja sen merkittävyys vaativat kuitenkin vielä lisää
tutkimusta, sillä ne tulisi vahvistaa määrällisillä tutkimusmenetelmillä. Toinen puute tässä
tutkimuksessa oli sen yksittäistapaustutkimuksen luonne, joka heikensi löydösten
yleistettävyyttä. Tutkimustulokset voivat kuitenkin olla arvokkaita saman alan muille tutkijoille
ja niitä voidaan hyödyntää suuntana tulevissa tutkimuksissa.

Acknowledgements
Now that my graduation is waiting behind the door, it is pleasant to take look at the past and
tell a younger version of myself I am proud of you. I am proud that you never gave up, even
though from time to time the bumps on the road were large.

For this thesis, I would like to thank my supervisor Laura Olkkonen for all the great comments,
guidance and especially for the patience you had, although the process stagnated at times.
Your responsiveness to my questions and problems was nothing but unbelievably quick and
it made the process really easy for me. In addition, I would like to give a special thank you to
Ivana. Your help during the writing process was incredibly valuable and I will be forever grateful
for it.

The biggest thank you I want to give to my parents for supporting me throughout my life. I also
want to thank my closest friends. You have always been present when I needed your help. It
has really been a privilege to get to know such magnificent personalities. Although I deeply
appreciate your support and helpfulness, I believe your greatest attribute is your courage to
face difficult matters and challenge yourselves in life, which inspires people around you.

Therefore, I want to finish this chapter with an excerpt of a poem that has been very meaningful
to me. As Timo Cruz after Marianne Williamson said:
“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful
beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us. Your playing small
does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people
will not feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine as children do. It is not just in
some of us; it is in everyone. And as we let our own lights shine, we unconsciously give other
people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence
automatically liberates others.”

Lappeenranta, 16.7.2020
Ville Pöntinen

TABLE OF CONTENTS
1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................. 8
1.1 Background ................................................................................................................... 8
1.2 Research Questions .................................................................................................... 10
1.2 Key Definitions ............................................................................................................ 11
1.3 Literature Review ........................................................................................................ 12
1.4 Research Methodology and Data Collection ............................................................... 14
1.5 Theoretical Framework ................................................................................................ 15
1.6 Delimitations and Scope .............................................................................................. 16
1.7 Structure of the Study .................................................................................................. 17
2. CRISIS COMMUNICATION .............................................................................................. 18
2.1 Situational Crisis Communication Theory .................................................................... 20
2.1.1 Crisis Responsibility .............................................................................................. 21
2.1.2 Crisis Response .................................................................................................... 25
2.2 Emotions in Online Discussions .................................................................................. 33
3. METHODOLOGY .............................................................................................................. 37
3.1 Case Description ......................................................................................................... 39
3.2 Data Collection ............................................................................................................ 42
4. CASE ANALYSIS .............................................................................................................. 45
4.1 Crisis Responses ........................................................................................................ 46
4.1.1 Rumor Situation .................................................................................................... 47
4.1.2 The First Public Announcement ............................................................................ 48
4.1.3 Head Coach’s Statements .................................................................................... 49
4.1.4 CMO’s Statements ................................................................................................ 50
4.1.5 Aerial’s Interview ................................................................................................... 51
4.2 Short-term Effects ....................................................................................................... 53

4.2.1 Rumor Situation .................................................................................................... 53
4.2.2 The First Public Announcement ............................................................................ 55
4.2.3 Aerial’s Interview ................................................................................................... 57
4.2.4 Last Public Announcement ................................................................................... 58
4.3 Long-term Success...................................................................................................... 60
4.3.1 Reactions after the Losing Streak ......................................................................... 60
4.3.2 Jamppi’s Signing ................................................................................................... 62
4.3.3 Jamppi’s First Tournament ................................................................................... 62
5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS ................................................................................ 65
5.1 What Crisis Response Strategies did ENCE eSports Use and Did the Strategies Match
the Crisis Types According to SCCT? ............................................................................... 65
5.2 What Were the Short-term Effects of ENCE eSports’ Crisis Communication Responses
and Why Did the Effects Occur? ....................................................................................... 67
5.3 What Were the Long-term Effects of ENCE eSports’ Crisis Communication Responses
and Why Did the Effects Occur? ....................................................................................... 70
5.4 How Were the Fans’ Reactions Formed and How Did the Crisis Communication Affect
Them? ............................................................................................................................... 71
5.5 Practical Implications ................................................................................................... 72
5.6 Limitations and Future Study ....................................................................................... 73
REFERENCES ..................................................................................................................... 75

APPENDICES
Appendix 1. Translations of Fans’ Reactions

LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES
Figure 1. Theoretical Framework
Figure 2. Crisis Situation Model of SCCT (Coombs, 2007)
Figure 3. Crisis Type Clusters (Coombs, 2007)
Figure 4. Timeline of the Events
Figure 5. Phase 1 in the Form of SCCT Framework
Figure 6. Phase 2 in the Form of SCCT Framework
Figure 7. The crisis outcomes of prior relationship reputation and crisis history
Figure 8. Revised SCCT framework (Coombs, 2007; Pöntinen, 2020)

Table 1. Crisis Response Strategies, by Posture (Coombs, 2007; Coombs, 2015, 145)
Table 2. Key Personnel of the Organization
Table 3. Data Sources of Crisis Communication Responses
Table 4. Data Sources of Short and Long-term Reactions
Table 5. Summary of Utilized Response Strategies

8

1 INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background
Crisis communication is a very widely researched topic as crises appear frequently in the
business world. On the other hand, the difficulty of communication during the crisis has also
increased the demand on studies that investigate how the communication should be executed.
The knowledge gathered from research helps organizations protect their reputation better and
reduce possible financial effects and disruption in organization’s operations (Coombs, 2007).
In the past, reputational outcomes have been the key approach for studying effects of crisis
communication. However, the recent trend has been to research other outcomes of crisis than
just reputation. For example, one of the leading crisis communication researchers Coombs
(2016) encourages scholars to direct their efforts into researching whether crisis
communication has a more robust influence on stakeholders’ emotions than the organization’s
reputation. Moreover, he suggests scholars should strive for methods to explore long-term
effects of matching and mismatching crisis response strategies, because all these areas of
crisis communication have not been researched enough.
During the past decades’ crisis communication has gone through a huge digital transformation
due to the development of Web 2.0 and social media. The transformation has created both
challenges and opportunities for the crisis communication since the information spreads so
quickly in the modern times (Zamani, Giaglis & Kasimati, 2015). It can be argued that the
transformation has made it a must for companies and organizations to join social media
because of the significant economic benefits that social media offers. On the other hand,
organization’s stakeholders have discussions in social media and the organization is expected
to be an active participant in those discussions especially if the stakeholder has issued a
complaint (Istanbulluoglu, 2017). As eSports is a product of this digital and technological
transformation, it has a partially different operational environment than sport organizations. In
traditional sports like football or ice-hockey live events are more popular whereas in eSports
the live events are not yet so common and at least indefinitely it is mostly consumed or followed
by watching an online live stream (Hamari & Sjöbholm, 2017).
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From the communicative perspective, there also is some disparity between traditional sport
and eSports fandom since eSports fans display significantly more commitment and desire to
consume and engage with the eSports related content than fans in traditional sports (Brown,
Billings, Murphy & Puesan, 2018). Hence, the requirement to understand how communication
and interaction should be handled with the fans is even higher for the eSports organizations.
Another aspect that differentiates the eSports from the traditional sports is that player changes
and transfers occur more often and there is no transfer window in eSports, which means that
the player changes can happen any time. For example, it is very common that the whole team
is bought out from their contracts at once and changed to completely new players (Ashton
2020). Thus, the crisis that occurs due to a player change takes place far more frequently in
the eSports context.

Previously SCCT (Situational Crisis Communication Theory) has mostly been studied in
corporation related crisis communication research. However, lately an interest to test the
framework in different contexts has gained the attention of scholars. Brown, Adamson and
Park (2019) were the first ones to start the trend of adapting SCCT to the sport context. These
scholars encouraged the academic world to continue testing of the model in the future
research as the results demonstrated that the adaption of SCCT in the sport context is a
feasible task. This research is trying to grasp to that challenge.

More precisely, this study examines the following case example from Finnish eSports scene.
In early 2019 Finnish eSports organization ENCE eSports generated a huge excitement
around the whole Finland because of their rapid rise to the top in Counter-Strike: Global
Offensive’s (i.e. CS:GO - a multiplayer first-person shooter video game) rankings. The rise
culminated in March when the team sensationally finished as the runners-up of the CS:GO
majors, which was the best result a Finnish team had ever achieved. However, the
phenomenon ended only five months later. What happened was that the organization decided
to bench their in-game leader (i.e. the captain of the team who calls the tactics during the
game) Aleksi Virolainen and fans did not agree with the decision. During the following weeks
after the decision, the excitement disappeared, and the organization ended up in an
organizational crisis. Consequently, the media started writing negative stories regarding the
organization. For example, a news reporter of one of the leading Finnish tabloids, Ilta-
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Sanomat, stated that ENCE was in the middle of PR disaster and how it required hard work
for over a year to create the excitement around the team, but only three weeks of poor PR to
severely damage the reputation (Partanen 2019).

1.2 Research Questions
In sports crisis communication studies often focus on analyzing cases which involve some
kind of illegal and criminal action. This research deviates from this trend as it aims to study a
crisis that has gathered a significant amount of criticism among the eSports fans and the
media, but no criminal acts have been conducted. Rather, only the creditability and decisionmaking abilities in the key organizational functions of the case organization are placed in
question. In the same manner Brown, Dickhaus & Long (2012) researched the case of LeBron
James’ crisis communication, except in that study the object is an athlete not an organization.

To further differentiate this study from other crisis communication research, a rather fresh
eSports phenomenon is placed in the center of the study. The aim is to discover how the
communication of an eSports organization fits into the existing crisis communication literature
since to the researcher’s knowledge, no research papers regarding this topic has been
published so far. Moreover, it aims to explore what reasons cause the emotional reactions in
eSports fans, when the organization is replacing a player with a new one. In addition, this
study has practical objectives as it strives to examine how the greatest Finnish eSports
phenomenon succeeded in its crisis communication.

The thesis aims to answer the following research question:
How were the fans’ reactions formed and how did the crisis communication affect them?

The main research question is aimed to be approached by more case-related sub-questions.
The elements covered in sub-questions pursue to increase the understanding what has
happened during the crisis and thus, contribute to the main question. Moreover, they provide
information regarding the events that occurred during this single crisis case.
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The sub-questions are as follows:

1. What crisis response strategies did ENCE eSports use and did the strategies match
the crisis types according to SCCT?
2. What were the short-term effects of ENCE eSports’ crisis communication responses
and why did the effects occur?
3. What were the long-term effects of ENCE eSports’ crisis communication responses and
why did the effects occur?

1.2 Key Definitions
Theory related definitions

Crisis communication has two key functions. The first priority is to share instructing and
adjusting information for the publics (Coombs, 2007). This is made to ensure the victims of a
crisis are protected and that possible future damage or harm to victims and potential victims
is prevented. Once this is ensured, the second priority includes making sure crisis does not
cause collateral damage such as financial losses and reputational damage for the
organization. (Sturges, 1994; Coombs, 2007; Coombs and Holladay, 2007). These tasks are
executed by utilizing different communicative response strategies that contain verbal and nonverbal communicative elements (van der Meer and Verhoeven, 2013).

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) is a theoretical framework which aims at
forecasting what kinds of reputational threat a crisis could cause for the organization by
anticipating the stakeholders’ reactions and emotions. Additionally, it introduces several crisis
response strategies and describes how to utilize them in order to protect the organization’s
reputation. (Coombs, 2007)
Social Media is ‘’a collection of internet-based applications that are built on the ideological
and technological foundations of Web 2.0 and that allow the creation and exchange of user
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generated content’’ (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Coombs (2015, 19) defines five common traits
of social media. They are as follows:

1. Participation (anyone can generate content and comment on it)
2. Openness (most social media platforms allow users to publish content and comments)
3. Conversation (it enables two-way communication)
4. Communities (individuals who have similar interests can form groups quickly)
5. Connectedness (availability to other content via links)

Context related definitions

eSports (electronic sports) describes amateur and pro video game competitions that are
played by individual athletes and/or teams. There are several different forms of eSports such
as a multiplayer online battle arena, real-time strategy and first-person shooter. (Pluss,
Bennett, Novak, Panchuk, Coutts & Fransen, 2019; Hamari & Sjöbholm, 2017) Playing is
based on “a human-computer interaction and, thus, the success in eSports is often the result
of the player’s ability to combine perceptual-cognitive abilities (e.g., visual search behavior
and decision-making) with domain-specific skills (e.g., controller or mouse usage)” (Pluss et
al., 2019, 2).

1.3 Literature Review
This chapter discusses previous research studies conducted in the field of crisis
communication. The focus is on the historical development of crisis communication papers,
on the most popular theoretical frameworks of crisis communication and on the research that
are studying crisis communication in the sports context.
The most popular crisis communication theories Coombs’ (1995) SCCT and Benoit’s (1997)
image repair theory were both originally developed in the 1990s. The image repair theory is
based on theories of apologia and accounts whereas Coombs builds SCCT upon the
attribution theory, albeit SCCT also includes elements from image repair theory in the crisis
response strategy section (Benoit, 1997; Coombs, 1995). The functionality of SCCT ascends
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from its capability to recognize multiple factors that affect the success of the organization’s
communication during the crisis. However, the 2002 version of SCCT consisted of old crisis
response strategies from Coombs (1995) paper, but they were renewed by Coombs (2007)
with the addition of taking addressees’ emotions into account while evaluating the success of
the crisis communication. The combining factor for both SCCT and the image repair theory is
a shared belief that the perceived responsibility of a crisis puts the organization at fault and,
thus, makes it vulnerable for the reputational damage (Benoit, 1997; Coombs & Holladay,
2002).

The crisis communication literature is heavily relying on case studies, which has produced a
lack of theoretical frameworks. Another problem in many crisis communication case studies is
that, according to a meta-analysis, over two-thirds of papers did not strive to test theories or
develop new ones and as the most troubling fact, over half of the case-studies did not disclose
the research methodology or describe the data gathering method, which makes the reliability
questionable since a replication of the study is impossible (Cutler 2004). Therefore, the
knowledge of the crisis communication is scattered albeit the amount of published research
articles is wide. This trend can be clearly perceived in qualitative case studies in the sport
context since they often possess a lack of methodological and data gathering description as,
for example, none of the following studies has disclosed it properly: Walsh & McAllisterSpooner (2011), Bruce & Tini (2008), Glantz (2010), Williams and Olaniran (2002).

For the crisis communication sports studies a common characteristics is that they are carried
out by utilizing the image repair theory (Walsh & McAllister-Spooner, 2011; Bruce & Tini, 2008;
Glantz, 2010; Brown et al., 2012; Len-Rios, 2010; Bruce & Tini, 2008). Only sport context
studies that have tested SCCT are Brown, Adamson & Park (2019) and Williams and Olaniran
(2002). The probable reason for this is the perception that SCCT is limited to analyzing only
corporate crises (Brown et al., 2019). However, the fact that Sisco (2012) managed to apply
the framework successfully to the non-profit context encouraged Brown et al. (2019) to test
the theory in the sports context as well. The testing generated positive results for the suitability
and thus, a suggestion to continue testing in the future was given.

14
On the other hand, the effect of emotions is often neglected in crisis communication studies
as most of the research papers have aimed to investigate the reputational outcomes and the
importance of crisis responsibility. SCCT model does recognize emotions as a part of the
model, but only divides them to anger and sympathy (Coombs, 2007). Scholars like Choi and
Lin (2009a) and Jin, Liu, Anagondahalli and Austin (2014a) argue that this grouping is very
scarce and crisis communication studies should examine the appearance of different emotions
and their formation more often. Guo (2017), Foroughi, Nikbin, Hyun & Iranmanesh (2016) and
Myungsuh (2020) are among the researchers who studied the formation of emotions, but the
studies in the sport context are still very remote.

1.4 Research Methodology and Data Collection
The nature of the study was outlined as a qualitative single case study that pursued to clarify
how the fans’ reactions were formed during a crisis that was caused due to the eSports
organization’s decision to remove the fans’ favorite player from the team. Additionally, the
effect of the case organization’s crisis communication on the fans’ reactions was examined.
The organization’s crisis communication and the fans’ reactions were analyzed by utilizing a
content analysis as the research method. Since this study was presumably the first one that
studies crisis communication in the eSports context, the approach to this study was
determined to be rather more explorative that aimed to research the chosen case than the one
that sought to find a fully generalizable content.

The data collection was executed by exploiting primary sources which were social media
platforms: Reddit, YouTube and Twitter. Additionally, two articles from HLTV news site and
one from ENCE eSports’ own website were under the analysis as well. The analysis that was
conducted can be divided into two sections. Firstly, the organization’s and its members’ crisis
responses were collected and coded according to the theoretical framework, SCCT. Secondly,
short- and long-term comments in online discussions were reviewed and the emotions which
had appeared in the selected comments that most appropriately described the general
atmosphere were evaluated. After this, the content analysis was done with the aim of gaining
understanding on why the certain emotions had been expressed during the crisis and following
that with the stress on how the organization’s crisis communication affected these emotions.
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1.5 Theoretical Framework
The theoretical part of this research is constructed by utilizing the crisis communication theory,
SCCT, and theories concerning crisis emotions that are formed among the organization’s
stakeholders during a crisis. The original goal of SCCT is to discover how the crisis
communication strategies in different types of crises affect the organization’s reputation or
stakeholders’ behavioral intentions in the valence of positive or negative. The problem with
this approach is that it does not pursue to examine and understand the reason why, for
example, the stakeholders get angry or engage in negative online discussions during a crisis
in the eSports context. Since this research strives to examine the emotions the organization’s
stakeholders express and, also review the reasons why these emotions are formed, there is a
need to apply theories concerning the crisis emotions and their formation as the second main
theme of the research.
The unification of the two main themes begins by applying the SCCT framework to this study
in order to clarify how the organization succeeded in its crisis communication. This also
provides information on the matter of whether the crisis communication is capable of mitigating
the appearance and formation of the negative emotions among the eSports fans. After the
effect of the organization’s crisis communication is determined, the crisis emotion theories are
incorporated to the study and, they define how the crisis emotions during the crisis are formed.
Figure 1 introduces the theoretical framework.
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Figure 1. Theoretical Framework

1.6 Delimitations and Scope
This study contains limits that help to allocate the focus on the issues that could help with the
examination of the determined research questions. First of all, crisis is a very comprehensive
concept, which does not hold any universally accepted definition (Coombs, 2015, 2). One
approach to limiting crises to smaller sections is to divide them into disasters and
organizational crises. Organizational crises are the crises that originate

inside of an

organization, while, on the other hand, disaster related events are the ones which call for
actions from multiple governmental units and are equal to natural or man-made catastrophes
such as powerful hurricanes or oil spills from tankers (Coombs 2015, 3; Kramer, 2009, 3). In
this thesis, the focus is going to be put on the former ones, the organizational crises.

More accurately this research is focusing on an eSports organization that made a controversial
decision to remove a player that was widely considered a face of the organization and one of
the biggest reasons behind the success of the organization. Thus, the crisis resulted from the
stakeholders’ subjective perception that the organization conducted a poor player roster
related decision. Brown et al. (2012) researched a phenomenon that had similar
characteristics to this crisis type, except in that case the athlete decided to abandon the
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organization, hence, the athlete was viewed as a transgressor in their research and not the
organization as in this research.

It is also important to recognize the sociocultural context of this paper. The research studies
the phenomenon in a mostly Finnish context (Western culture) in which people share a
particular perception and consensus what an organization is allowed to do and is not allowed
to do. Hence, the analysis of this research is likely not suitable for completely different
sociocultural situations. As Frandsen and Johansen (2007) argue that, for example, the set of
orders differs so drastically between Denmark and the Muslim world that it can become very
difficult to give an honest apology in the Muslim World, due to a more complex system of
orders.

1.7 Structure of the Study
The thesis is divided into six chapters. The first chapter is an introduction to the study which
is followed by a theoretical chapter. That chapter outlines the basic theories of crisis
communication in the form of literature review, pays special attention to crisis communication
studies that have been conducted in the sport context and finally examines the importance of
stakeholder’s emotions in forecasting the success of crisis communication.

Chapter three focuses on research methodology. The utilized research methods are
introduced and their usage and fit for this study are explained. Moreover, the chapter
introduces the data collection methods and discusses the social media platforms that were
used to obtain the data. In the fourth chapter the case itself is analyzed by utilizing the content
analysis.

Last chapter of this thesis covers the discussion and conclusions of the study. In these
chapters the findings of this study are interpreted and compared with the previous research,
including the provision of the theoretical and practical contributions of the study. In addition,
the limitations of the research are discussed and suggestions for future studies are given.

18

2. CRISIS COMMUNICATION
This thesis examines crisis communication from the organizational crisis perspective. Coombs
defines organizational crisis as “a perception of an unexpected event that threatens the
important expectancies of stakeholders related to health, safety, environmental, and economic
issues and can seriously impact an organization’s performance and generate negative
outcomes” (Coombs, 2015, 3). According to Coombs (2018, 21) when comparing sports crises
with traditional business crises, a difference can be perceived in the media interest especially
if the crisis concerns star athletes. This usually places sports organizations under heavy
pressure concerning the ability to respond properly. Hence, as Choi and Lin (2009a) note, one
of the most important tasks for organization during the crisis is to aim at mitigating the amount
of media coverage. Furthermore, when athletes are fully involved in a crisis and are asked to
make a comment in public, issues might arise since the athletes do not always possess the
skills to communicate effectively to diverse audiences and it might be particularly difficult for
them to meet image repair requirements in public response (Glantz, 2009). Due to this, the
crisis could get worse or even a new crisis could arise alongside the first one.
The crisis places organization’s reputation at risk. The reputation is an important factor for the
organization as an intangible asset, because for instance it boosts the firm’s growth, generates
positive word-of-mouth and creates an interest among the most talented employees (Fombrun
& Gardberg, 2000; Carmeli & Tishler, 2005; Coombs, 2007). Zamani et al. (2015) point out
that although these effects of reputation are important, the essence of reputation is formed
from the overall assessment of consumers and stakeholders’ opinions on the organization’s
performance compared with the set expectations. In order to protect the reputation, it is
essential for the organization to determine when and which situations and events place the
reputation under the risks of getting damaged. Ferenc, Zrakova and Kubina (2018) and Brown
et al. (2019) argue that when the fans in the sports context get disappointed because of a
negative event caused by the organization, the disappointment tends to spread around the fan
club, which notably damages the reputation of the organization. Additionally, the fans
emotional attachment and involvement with the organization is financially important because
it is associated with a higher level of team gear purchases (Capella, 2002).
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According to Benoit (1997) and Coombs (2015, 3) the existence of organizational crisis can
be defined by examining stakeholders’ opinions if they believe organization is in crisis, a crisis
does indeed occur. In fact, this means companies are often forced to take actions based on
the public opinion, especially if an important audience is voicing their displeasure with the
company (Benoit, 1997; Coombs, 2007; Coombs, 2015, 3). As stated by Benoit (1997) two
factors cause a business crisis: the company under accusations is held accountable for an
action and the action is considered offensive. The issue for companies is that it does not
necessarily matter what the truth is if public has deemed the company to be responsible for
unethical behavior. When a company is required to consider which crisis communication
strategy it should execute, company’s image has likely been already damaged. Hence, crisis
communication consists of acts that are aiming to protect the company’s image or even
improve it compared with pre-crisis situation (Sturges, 1994).

It is worth noting that events that result in the organizational crisis are not isolated from the
previous relationship history between companies and stakeholders, therefore, the relationship
history affects how stakeholders respond to newborn crises (Coombs & Holladay, 2001;
Sturges, 1994). Coombs and Holladay (2001, 324) give an example from an everyday life:
“For example, think a relative spill a drink at your party and stains a favorite chair. If your
relationship with that relative is very positive, the accident will have a little impact on the
relationship. However, if the relationship with the relative is rather negative, the accident will
worsen the ill feelings toward the relative.” Thus, past experiences have a great impact on the
feelings’ stakeholders experience from a crisis and organization have to consider this aspect
while engaging in a discussion with stakeholders. These experiences can be also viewed as
part of the organization’s reputation capital which is gathered over time.

The more reputational capital the organization has, the faster it can rebound from the crisis
and suffer fewer losses (Coombs, 2007). For sport organization’s the reputational capital is
often developed by building a community where fans and organization have transparent
relationships. The community building helps especially the new teams in a time of crisis as
they do not possess long-standing relationships with the fans (Koerber & Zabara, 2017).
Furthermore, Ferenc et al. (2018) state that the reputation is closely related to building trust
between the organization and its fans, which is vital not only in sports but also in other fields
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of business as it is the base component of a functioning relationship. A poor reputation usually
indicates that the stakeholders do not trust the organization.

Coombs (2007) adds that a crisis does not solely possess a reputational threat but is also a
financial risk and can interrupt the company’s operations in other ways as well. This is a
valuable observation since more recent studies and meta-analyses are pointing out that the
link between reputation and crisis communication is not as strong as older studies have
observed (Ma & Zhan, 2016). Therefore, other outcomes such as examination of the public’s
feelings during the crisis, are important in order to truly understand what the effectiveness of
organization’s crisis response is (Jin, 2010).

2.1 Situational Crisis Communication Theory
Situational Crisis Communication Theory is one of the most utilized theories for researching
the effects of crisis communication. The aim of this evidence-based framework is to provide
the understanding of how post-crisis communication can most effectively protect the
organization’s reputation. Coombs (2007, 163) supports this claim by saying that “more
closely, SCCT identifies how the key facets of the crisis situation influence attributions about
the crisis and the reputations held by stakeholders”. SCCT also serves the guidelines for
choosing right response strategies for different types of crisis so that crisis damage can be
minimized (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014). Even though the reputation is a focal point of SCCT,
a style of it can be described as an audience-centered approach which examines how publics
counter a crisis by analyzing their attribution of crisis responsibility (Jin, 2010; Zamani et al.,
2015).

The roots of SCCT originate from attribution theory (Coombs, 2004; Coombs, 2007). The idea
of the Attribution Theory is that “people will make judgments about causes behind events,
particularly unanticipated events with negative outcomes” (Coombs, 2004, 267). When an
organization is facing a negative event and is considered responsible for it, stakeholders
become angry, which leads to a decreased reputation and may even generate negativity in
discussions among the stakeholders (van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2013; Coombs, 2007). On
the other hand, the publics can also portray positive emotions. According to Coombs (2007)
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another common behavioral response to the crisis event is sympathy, which arouses once a
person considers a potential transgressor not responsible for the crisis. Thus, the
organizations are aiming to prove their innocence in order to arouse sympathy in the
stakeholders.

2.1.1 Crisis Responsibility

According to SCCT the factors that cause the reputational threat and affect the perceived crisis
responsibility before crisis responses are: 1) initial crisis responsibility, 2) crisis history and 3)
prior relationship reputation. The initial crisis responsibility is determined by analyzing an
organization’s control over the crisis. If stakeholders perceive the organization’s actions
inflicted the crisis the crisis responsibility is higher. The crisis history includes the crises from
an organization’s past that are identical to the present crisis. The prior relationship reputation
defines how an organization has treated relationships with its stakeholders in other contexts
and how the stakeholders have been or are perceiving the organization based on the past
actions. A negative crisis history and/or poor prior relationship reputation have an indirect
influence on reputational threat as they accentuate attributions of organization’s crisis
responsibility. However, there is also a direct link to reputational threat since unfavorable
relationships and negative history of crisis demonstrate that there is consistency in
organization’s poor behavior which lowers the perceived reputation. Figure 2 demonstrates
the key relationships and variables of SCCT framework. (Coombs, 2007; Coombs, 2004)
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Figure 2. Crisis Situation Model of SCCT (Coombs, 2007)
The success of crisis communication can be examined by evaluating the stakeholders’
behavioral intentions. If the crisis has escalated into a problematic situation the behavioral
intentions towards the organization are negative whereas in a positive situation the
stakeholders express supporting behavior towards the organization. Coombs (2007) also
states that if no negative or positive behavior is observed the crisis has likely not affected the
stakeholders in any way. On the other hand, Brown et al. (2019) point out that even if negative
behavior like heavy criticism among stakeholders is perceived, the organization always has
an opportunity to create a new crisis response. This is an important factor because although
the first crisis responses would not affect the behavioral intentions positively, there is always
a chance that diligent communication creates a change from negative to positive in those
behavioral intentions.
The publics’ perception of the crisis controllability is important for the organization due to the
fact that if the publics perceived that the organization could control the crisis, they would also
tend to hold the organization accountable for it. The attributions of crisis are divided into three
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causal dimensions: stability, external control and personal control (locus). Stability determines
how often the cause of the event happens (frequent/infrequent). External controllability
describes how much control an outsider (not the primary actor) possesses over the situation
and, finally, personal control/locus defines the amount of control the primary actor has over
the situation or how much it could affect the cause of the situation. (Lee, 2004; Coombs, 2004).

Coombs and Holladay (2002) and Coombs (2007) divided crisis types into three different
clusters as seen in figure 3. The types shape a continuum where the victim cluster represents
the weak attributions of the organizational responsibility, whereas the preventable cluster
features types of crisis that are perceived with the robust level of responsibility attributed to
the organization. Basically, crisis types set a frame for the crisis and crisis managers strive to
build the frames by using response strategies. This is an important part of crisis manager’s
tasks because it does matter in what way stakeholders perceive the event since the frames
define “how much stakeholders attribute responsibility for the crisis to the organization”
(Coombs, 2007, 167).

Figure 3. Crisis Type Clusters (Coombs, 2007)
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For organizations it is a necessity to observe in which crisis cluster they are likely to operate.
According to Coombs and Holladay (2002) the victim cluster has the weak attributions of crisis
responsibility and the organization is also seen as a victim of the crisis along with the
stakeholders. The accidental cluster alternatively has some attributions of crisis responsibility,
but the situation is regarded as unintentional or uncontrollable by the organization. Lastly,
these researchers state the intentional cluster has substantial influence on the perceived crisis
responsibility and the event is viewed as purposeful by stakeholders.
For sports organizations, decisions and events that have a huge impact on the team’s success
are specifically difficult, because of how important winning is for fans. Therefore, Kruse (1981)
suggests every organization’s or athlete’s individual decision or action that may have a
negative effect on team’s success creates a situation that can possibly lead to a crisis. Brown
et al (2019) found that when the crisis is internal in the sport context, more responsibility is
placed for the organization compared to the external crisis, which means that the most
damaging crises of sports organizations take place in the daily operations, but it does not
matter did the crisis occur on or off the field. Hence, for the crisis organization it is important
to recognize and frame the kinds of crises correctly from the beginning in order to protect the
organization’s reputation and reduce disappointment among fans.

A key finding by Coombs (2004) was that even the crises that were classified as a victim or
accidental clusters inflict an increased reputational threat to the organization along with
preventable crises. Thus, an organization with a history of such crises possesses a reduced
perceived reputation even though the crises were not necessarily their fault or under their
control. This increases the amount of awareness organizations are required to have regarding
the past events since even the low controllability crises might affect stakeholders’ perception
of the organization negatively and cause higher perceived crisis responsibility in the future
crises.

On the other hand, a study conducted by Ulmer (2001) states how consistent and positive precrisis communication with stakeholders helps the organization while it is in the middle of a
crisis and reduces uncertainty experienced by the public, because they can trust that the
organization remains consistent with its relationships even when the crisis is ongoing. A
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counterargument against these results was presented by Brown et al. (2019) as they did not
find any clear effects of the crisis history on perceived crisis responsibility. This finding was
achieved in a situation which examined how an individual athlete’s (organization’s member)
transgression had influenced the organization’s reputation; thus, the organization was not the
original transgressor and possibly not considered accountable for the crisis either.

As crisis history and prior relationship reputation cannot be changed, organizations might think
the focus in crisis communication should solely be on the on-going crisis. Yet, Eaddy and Jin
(2017) mention that organizations should not only take the crisis attribution and the
assessment of the current situation into account while creating an effective crisis response but
also acknowledge the crisis history of the organization. Based on the findings by the same
researchers, the media has a great impact on the feelings of publics as well. When crisis
history information is shared with an individual by the media compared with when it is shared
with an organization or a peer, the publics experienced more anger. Even though Choi and
Lin (2009a) point out that the media creates one alternative truth of the event, the publics do
not necessarily perceive the crisis in a similar manner. Nevertheless, it is clear that the media
has an ability to at least affect the stakeholders’ perception of the crisis, although the
stakeholders would not completely adapt to the picture the media is portraying.

According to Coombs (2004) audits of crisis history are a potential tool for gathering reliable
information that can be used for building an accurate picture of the way in which the previous
crises influence the current situation. The audits should not only examine the kinds crises the
organization faced in the past, but also review whether the organization was able to be the
first to communicate about the crises, because it has a positive effect on the perceived
organizational reputation and crisis history (Spence, Lachlan, Omilion-Hodges & Goddard
2014).

2.1.2 Crisis Response

Every organization aims to avoid crises because of their unexpected and negative effects
(Coombs, 2007). But it is not realistic to expect that to happen in reality and hence, companies
need to understand what kind of crisis response strategies should be used in different
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situations. Questions like: “What happened? Who did it happen to? When? Where? How?
Why?” are commonly asked by the publics when organization is facing a crisis (Marra, 1998,
461-462). Coombs (1999) and Sturges (1994) define instructing information as the one which
provides answers to those kinds of questions and emphasizes that it is important to include
them into a proper crisis response because stakeholders are expecting to be notified about
the causes behind the crisis. The longer it takes to answer those questions, the larger the
damage endured by the organization is (Marra, 1998). However, this does not mean
organizations should rush with their response especially in case they have no proper idea
what and how to communicate with the stakeholders. Therefore, the value of preparation for
potential crises becomes significant for every organization and, as stated by Marra (1998), a
common factor in a poorly managed crisis is specifically a lack of broad crisis communication
plan. Although the crisis response strategies and the communication plan can help the
organization to protect the reputation, they should not be expected to have a large and
vigorous effect in the short-term especially if the organization intentionally causes the crisis
and, thus, also inflicts the harm to the stakeholders (Coombs, 2016; Ma & Zhan, 2016).

Coombs (2015, 130) suggests organizations should include three aspects to their external
crisis communication: “1) Form – how the response should be presented or a tactical aspect
of crisis communication; 2) Strategy – emphasizes the way crisis communication is used to
achieve certain outcomes; 3) Content – what is said is an extension of strategy.” When
considering how to present the crisis response three key elements are defined: quickness,
consistency and transparency (Coombs, 2015, 130). All these points should be taken into
account so that positive outcomes could be accomplished. As stated by Coombs (2007) the
consistency in the crisis responses is essential since mixing completely different styles could
weaken the outcome of overall response. The importance of transparency is emphasized
when the organization is sharing instructing information with the publics. If the shared
instructing information is inadequate, the publics might perceive the organization is not
transparent and may assume it is hiding something from the public. Benoit (1997) suggest that
in the response content a couple of matters should be avoided because of the risk of causing
negative emotions among the stakeholders: 1) publishing false allegations; 2) arguments that
might backfire; 3) allegations that cannot be supported with evidence.
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Knight, Hartman and Bennett (2019) emphasize the importance of a quick response in the
sports context because sports organizations are becoming more global and fans consume
live-streaming services relatively often. However, although sports crisis responses might have
some slight differences and requirements compared with regular business crisis responses,
Kruse (1981) points out that, generally, the same crisis response strategies function in the
sport context as in the business world.

The timing element in a crisis response is discussed in many studies. If an organization is able
to “steal the thunder” i.e. be the first who spreads the news about a crisis before the media or
any other stakeholder, it is considered more credible than in a situation where stakeholders
are informed by other actors (Arpan & Roskos-Ewoldsen, 2005; Spence et al. 2014 Coombs
(2016) also suggests crisis communicators should execute the “steal the thunder” strategy
whenever possible instead of relying on SCCT and the post-crisis strategies.
Consequently, “steal the thunder” strategy can help the organization avoid a troubled selection
of the correct crisis response strategies. Frandsen and Johansen (2007) carried out research
where they examined the timing while organizations were apologizing to stakeholders and
concluded that if the apology was made too shortly, the stakeholders would possibly question
the organization’s motives and, thus, the apologist was believed to be performing solely on
self-seeking motives. On the other hand, expressing an apology too late might lead to the
perception that the transgressor was repellent and had no ability to express empathy.
Nevertheless, offering an apology late was still viewed as a better option than offering no
apology.

Furthermore, crisis response strategies of SCCT are discussed here. In Coombs’ (1998) first
version of SCCT organizations were instructed to choose their response style from 7
strategies, which were positioned from defensive to accommodative continuum. These
strategic options were partially copied from Benoit’s (1997) image restoration strategies and
integrated into SCCT that anticipated how the publics were likely going to react to the crisis
(Coombs, 2007). According to Coombs (1995) and Benoit (1997) response strategies have
three key objectives: 1) shape attributions of the crisis, 2) change stakeholders’ perceptions
of the organization in crisis and 3) reduce the negative effect generated by the crisis.
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Throughout the years, response strategies in SCCT evolved and diversified. Currently SCCT
includes 10 different strategic options for a crisis response that form two groups: primary and
secondary, from which the primary one is further divided into three clusters based upon
perceptions of accepting responsibility for a crisis. (Coombs, 2015, 145-148; Coombs, 2007).
The response strategies of SCCT and their characteristics are presented in table 1.

Table 1. Crisis Response Strategies, by Posture (Coombs, 2007; Coombs, 2015, 145)
Denial Posture
Attack the accuser Person or party that claims a crisis exists is confronted by the
organization.
Denial

The organization declares no crisis exist and might explain why.

Scapegoating

Other person or party of the organization is accused for the crisis

Diminish Posture
Excusing

The organization’s responsibility for the crisis is minimized. For example,
their response can deny any intention to do harm or claim the organization
had no control over the events that lead to crisis.

Justification

The organization aims to minimize perceived damage linked to the crisis.
Statements such as no injuries or damage is suffered or victims deserved
what they received can be used.

Rebuilding Posture
Compensation

Monetary compensation or other gifts are provided to victims.

Apology

The organization publicly takes full resposibility for the crisis and asks for
forgiveness.
Bolstering Posture

Reminding

Stakeholders are reminded of the organization’s past good work.

Ingratiation

Stakeholders are praised and/or reminded of the organization’s past good
work.

Victimage

The organization explain how it is also a victim of the crisis.
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Every response strategy of SCCT has its own function in protecting the organization’s
reputation. The denial posture stands at the defensive end of the strategies whereas the
rebuilding posture is located at the accommodative end. The choice between the strategic
options should be made by evaluating the amount of crisis responsibility attributed to the
organization. The more responsibility the organization possesses, the more accommodative
response strategies are required to settle down the stakeholders (Coombs, 2007; Coombs
and Holladay, 2002). Coombs and Holladay (2007) emphasize that in any organizational
crises sharing adjusting and instructing information along with communicating the response
strategies is vitally important because it helps the stakeholders to mentally adjust to the crisis.

The strategies that belong to the denial posture are advised to be used when the organization
has no part in the crisis (Coombs, 2007). They are aiming to deny the organization’s
responsibility for the crisis or even try to prove no crisis exists in order to return the organization
back to normal operations as quickly as possible (Marcus & Goodman, 1991; Jin, Liu & Austin
2014b). In addition, defensive responses usually produce good results when the publics
identify the crisis origin as external to the organization since in these situations organizations
tend to have lessened perceived responsibility for the crises (Jin et al., 2014b, Coombs, 1998).
Thus, denial strategies are most suitable for the crisis that belongs to the victim cluster.
Diminish strategies aim to prove the crisis is actually not as serious as the stakeholders
observe or that the organization has no control over the crisis. However, if the organization
does not possess firm evidence over these claims, the attempt to change the publics’
perception of the crisis is likely going to fail (Coombs, 2007). This may generate renewed
problems for the organization as they are failing to meet the expectations the stakeholders
have set. Diminish strategies are most suitable for accidental type of crises.

The rebuild response strategies are recommended to be used when an organization faces
accidental crises combined with having the history of such crises and/or negative prior
relationship reputation or when an organization gets involved into a preventable crisis type
(Coombs, 2007). Jin et al. (2014b) adds that if the crisis originated from internal sources,
stakeholders tend to experience stronger emotions and, therefore, stakeholders are more
likely to accept organization’s accommodative responses. Nevertheless, Claeys & Cauberghe
(2012) found that in a preventable crisis sharing instructing and adjusting information might
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produce the same results as matching the response strategy with the crisis type if the timing
is right.

Furthermore, the secondary strategies, i.e. the bolstering strategies should be used together
with the primary strategies and instructing information. Their purpose is to change the
stakeholder’s perception of the organization by emphasizing the importance of good acts from
the organization’s history. Additionally, if an organization possesses only a minimal attribution
of crisis responsibility and has no negative history or prior relationship reputation, the sharing
of instructing and adjusting information should be enough to adequately manage the crisis
(Coombs, 2007). Hence, in a such situation, no primary post-crisis response would be
required.

Other important guidelines of the crisis response strategies state that deny crisis response
strategies should not be mixed with diminish or rebuild strategies, because otherwise the
effectiveness of the overall communicational effort weakens (Coombs, 2007). Additionally,
Frandsen and Johansen (2007) point out that when the organization is generating its response
to a crisis, everyone who is directly or indirectly violated by the organization’s transgressing
act should be addressed in the response.

Sometimes organizations have a misconception that apologizing is always the best strategic
option for the crisis response. However, this is not true since by utilizing overly aggressive
response styles the organization’s stakeholders might presume the crisis is worse than the
common perception is (Siomkos and Kurzbard, 1994). Coombs and Holladay (2007) continue
that an overaggressive response strategy may cause a negative effect for the reputation. On
the other hand, occasionally organizations do not have financial resources to execute suitable
strategy for the existing crisis type. According to Coombs (2007) and Coombs and Holladay
(2002) strategies that are more accommodative are also more expensive to execute for
organizations. Furthermore, another aspect that should be recognize before executing the
response strategy is a potential legal risk of accommodative strategies. Coombs and Holladay
(2002) note that legal advisors frequently instruct companies to avoid highly accommodative
strategies as they might lead to financial liabilities and legal problems, albeit this instruction is
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likely suitable only for crisis that might contain a liability for damage or elements of criminal
act.
Usually an organization addresses its stakeholders during the crisis by utilizing one of SCCT’s
response strategies, but there is also an alternative to stay quiet and offer no-response. Park
(2017) states that some organizations do use no-response option as their primary response
strategy in the preventable types of crisis. However, according to her study this should be
viewed as an inefficient style to deal with the crisis situation, because it lowers the public’s
trust towards the organization along with negatively affecting the perceived reputation of an
organization and supportive behavioral intentions. These findings were gathered from a single
crisis scenario which did not make them fully generalizable. However, the same results were
found by Bradford and Garrett (1995) where they observed that if an organization remained
silent during the crisis, stakeholders would presumably process only the negative information
which was communicated by accusers. This leads to a damaged perceived reputation,
whereas correct response strategy has an opposite effect (Bradford and Garrett, 1995; Menon,
Jewell & Unnava, 1999). Furthermore, there is a relevantly high risk that if an organization
does not offer a crisis response, stakeholders or the media might frame the crisis in an
unfavorable manner for the organization.

However, McDonald, Sparks and Glendon (2010) achieved somewhat different results in their
study as no-response strategy was considered as the second best response strategy after
very accommodative strategies as it mitigated anger and increased sympathy, positivity and
loyalty in a crisis situation where legal responsibility and stakeholder recompense were
unavoidable. Bradford and Garrett (1995) observed that, in some cases no response led to
better results than the application of an unsuitable response strategy. Thus, utilizing noresponse strategy can be a safe decision when the organization does not know which
response strategy would help manage the crisis.

Studies also emphasize the importance of framing the crisis in the response phase. Clayes
and Cauberghe (2014) divided the framing options into rational and emotional framing. The
rational framing in a crisis response means that the information is presented in an objective
and straightforward manner. The emotional framing indicates the message contains elements
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such as drama along with subjective and evaluative features (Yoo & MacInnis, 2005). A paper
by Clayes and Cauberge (2014) demonstrates that when a response message is framed
emotionally no change is perceived in a post-crisis attitude of stakeholders between the
matched and mismatched strategies whereas rationally framed messages are dependent on
matching the response strategies correctly or otherwise the publics do not accept the framing
the organization is offering.

Van der Meer and Verhoeven (2013) argue that when the denial type of strategies is flavored
especially with emotional elements, stakeholders might perceive it in a way the organization
is portraying anger over the public allegations. They continue that this kind of perception may
lead to a severe reputational damage. Further, these scholars suggest that when emotional
aspect is added to crisis response, the organization is able to demonstrate its human empathic
face, which can lead to stakeholders’ reduced feelings of anger towards the organization. One
way in sports context is to present the emotional information in the form of an open letter,
which can be published as a blog post on the organization’s website or as a social media post
on different platforms. Compton and Compton (2014) discuss that the benefits of open letter
technique stand on its ability to affect fans in interpersonal dimension of communication, since
the staff member or management can attempt to exploit and create more intimate relationships
with the fans.

Brown et al. (2012) examined a situation in which a famous basketball athlete LeBron James
committed no crime or other illegal action, but the athlete still received a notable wave of
criticism from the sports fans because many of them felt betrayed. Even though this study was
conducted by utilizing the image restoration theory, a key finding was that full apology proved
to be the most effective tactic in his protecting reputation, whereas the bolstering type of
strategy reminding, and the denial strategy, scapegoating resulted in negative effects.
However, negative results of using the scapegoating strategy are not a complete surprise
since, for example, Kent and Boatwright (2018) argue that scapegoating is the most unethical
response strategy of SCCT because it can even ruin one’s life as the organization or the
individual is aiming to shift the blame for the benefit of the guilty party, and it may also generate
a new crisis on top of the initial crisis.
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Walsh and McAllister-Spooner (2011), Brown (2016) and Brown et al. (2019) agree with Brown
et al. (2012) as they conclude that the full apology strategy worked successfully in repairing
the image of an athlete in criminal and noncriminal transgression scenarios. However,
according to the Walsh and McAllister-Spooner (2011), Michael Phelps’ image repair
campaign in which he strived to clean up his reputation after a picture of him smoking
marijuana was published managed to generate positive reputational effects with the reminding
type of response strategy. These results are contradictory to Brown et al.’s (2012) paper.

2.2 Emotions in Online Discussions
In the online environment organization related discussions spread faster and reach a much
wider audience compared with the traditional environment, which, for example makes, it more
difficult to control what people are writing (Heinonen, 2011; Zamani et al., 2015). This becomes
an issue for the organization when unfavorable discussions are spreading around online
communication channels. The speed of distribution is not the only issue as the publics’
accessibility to online discussion also guarantees that almost everyone has a possibility to
read what people are writing about the organization. On the other hand, this also creates an
opportunity for organizations to analyze what is being said and with that information they can
manage to overturn the effect of negative discussions by having an active dialogue with the
consumers before the situation gets worse (Zamani et al., 2015). Online discussions can be
divided into three valences: positive, neutral and negative (Anderson, 1998). Anderson (1998,
6) further defines the negative discussions as behavioral activities such as “product
denigration, relating unpleasant experiences, rumor and private complaining;” and positive
discussions as stakeholders’ activities like “sharing pleasant, vivid or novel experiences;
recommendations to other; and even conspicuous display.”

For organizations, the importance of online discussions arises from their influence on
consumers purchase intentions. Chang and Wu (2014) state that negative discussions
especially have a detrimental effect on consumers’ purchase intentions. Anderson (1998)
found that customers that are substantially dissatisfied with the company’s products or
services are more likely to get engaged in negative discussions than customers that are
extremely satisfied with the company and engaging in positive discussions. There is also a
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link between negative online discussions and the organization’s reputation as Chang, Tsai,
Wong, Wang and Cho (2015) observed that the organization’s poor reputation encourages
customers to get engaged in negative online discussions more often as their willingness to
harm the organization is reduced compared with an organization that possesses a favorable
reputation.

Online discussions are further classified to two major types: information-oriented and emotionoriented. The information-oriented discussions refer to online sites that enable consumer
reviews and feedback which are mostly focusing on evaluating the product or service
performance whereas the emotion-orientated discussions cover the conversations and
comments that appear in online communities and social networks but are not directly focused
on the performance of the product or service. The influence of emotional discussions tends to
be more robust on consumer’s attitudes and behaviors like purchase decisions than the effect
of information-oriented discussions. (Wang and Rodgers 2010)
Pfeffer, Zorbach & Carley (2014, 118) as a “sudden discharge of large quantities of messages
containing negative online discussions and complaint behavior against a person, company, or
group in social media networks.” According to the same scholars, in online firestorms,
comments are not based on facts but are rather offensive opinions that include an aggressive
element (particularly in the later stages of the event), which cause the comments to have a
strong influence on other commentators and readers

As seen above, the tone of online discussions is important for the organization. Hence,
experienced emotions during the crisis are considered as an important part of crisis
communications but the understanding of their influence on crisis outcomes is still slightly
unclear. For example, there is no consensus among scholars whether stakeholders’ emotions
have a direct effect on organization’s reputation or whether they are only linked with the
publics’ behavioral intentions as SCCT proposes. For example, Choi and Lin (2009b) argue,
based on their research results, that emotions do have a direct effect on the perceived
reputation, whereas Coombs and Holladay (2007) state that although reputation and
stakeholders’ experienced crisis emotions are not directly connected, the effect of
stakeholders’ anger can still have a robust effect on the organization’s operations.
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Nevertheless, it is clear that although SCCT recognizes emotions as a part of the framework,
the classification into only two emotions, anger and sympathy, is very scarce. For example,
Jin et al. (2014b) found that emotions such as anxiety; apprehension; fear; sympathy
contempt; anger; sadness embarrassment; guilt; shame appeared during crisis situations.

However, Jin et al. (2014b) did not recognize schadenfreude (pleasure experienced from
another person’s pain or misfortune) in their study, even though Coombs and Holladay (2007)
had recognized schadenfreude as a common crisis emotion several years before. Myungsuh
(2020) studied schadenfreude and discovered that the feeling of schadenfreude often appears
among the organizations’ stakeholders when they encounter a product failure and, thus, take
a revenge on the company that was perceived as the transgressor. The findings confirm that
consumers can feel schadenfreude directly toward a company as a social emotion caused by
a product failure and can take indirect revenge on that company, regardless of their feelings
toward other consumers who also experience a product failure.

Jin et al., 2014a and McDonald et al., 2010 state that if stakeholders portray anger and
contempt as the dominant emotions, the crisis organization is perceived to possess a high
attribution of crisis responsibility. Alternatively, if the attribution of responsibility is low, the most
dominant emotion that appears among the publics is fear (Jin et al., 2014a), although in these
low control events, sympathy is often displayed towards the organization as well (McDonald
et al., 2010). This puts organization in a benevolent position from the communication
perspective since it is not perceived to have control over the crisis which means no anger is
likely directed towards the organization. Thus, it can strive to co-operate with the publics more
proactively. Choi and Lin (2009b) state that fear might be a preventing emotion that stops an
individual from performing an action (behavioral intention), but anger is seen more as an
emotion that increases the individual’s motivation to intervene with the crisis.

The crisis communication literature is mostly focusing on negative emotions because they tend
to be highlighted during a crisis. For example, Coombs (2007) and Jin et al. (2014a) only
recognize sympathy (or compassion as sometimes described) as the single primary positive
emotion during the crisis. However, sympathy is not necessarily related to the organization’s
crisis responsibility since Jin et al. (2014a) discovered that stakeholders feel sympathy toward
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victims, hence, the stakeholder can be angry towards the transgressor of the crisis and feel
sympathy towards victims simultaneously. Other positive emotions are also observed in
studies – Guo (2017) studied crisis emotions in a context of the terrorist attack or psychopathic
acts and found the following emotions from online discussions: strength, generosity, love, and
resilience. Choi and Lin (2009) also perceived relief as a positive emotion in their study.

It was discovered that the appearance of positive emotions among sports fans increases once
their favorite team acquires star players and/or improves their winning record. Practically, this
means that once the quality of the core product is increased, the fans are experiencing more
happiness and excitement. Additionally, it is perceived that if a player of a sport team
possesses high skill level and attitude that he or she gives maximum effort in every game, the
fans are likely expressing more happiness and excitement and showing slightly less anger
during the games. (Foroughi et al., 2016)
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3. METHODOLOGY
In this research, a utilized research method was a qualitative content analysis. For qualitative
methods, typical characteristics are the collection of data from organic situations, analyzing
events uniquely and favoring individuals as the source of data collection (Hirsjärvi, Remes &
Sajavaara, 2010, 164). Alasuutari (2011) continues, saying that a qualitative analysis consists
of two phases: 1) the simplification of observations and 2) the resolution of enigma. Kovalainen
and Eriksson (2008, 20) add that the value of qualitative research is its ability of understanding
and interpreting human actions. Since the data gathered for this research was obtained from
a single case organization’s and its members’ communication efforts and fan comments on
multiple social media platforms, no coherent and comparable data exists. In addition, even
though the research aims to explore what happened in the crisis and what the reactions of the
stakeholders were, what the effect of the organization’s crisis communication was, the main
aim was to discover why these reactions occurred. Thus, the execution of the qualitative
method was more suitable than the quantitative method.

As a qualitative method tool, a content analysis was used. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008,
91) describe that “content analysis is concerned with the contents of the text, and even
frequencies within the text e.g. the number of words and expressions “. Consequently, the
meanings behind the organization’s communication and fans emotional expressions were
analyzed in this research with this tool. Furthermore, content analysis enables a researcher to
produce

the interpretation of results, but some issues might also emerge because the

researcher knows the context well, which can lead to a biased analysis if the researcher is not
aware of this knowledge regarding the case (Bengtsson, 2016).

The research frame was limited to a single case study. According to Eriksson and Kovalainen
(2008, 121) this practice gives researchers an opportunity to gather valuable and illuminating
data that describe the uniqueness of the case. However, not all crisis communication scholars
agree that case study is a fully suitable approach for researching crisis communication
phenomena. For example, Coombs (2004) and Coombs & Tachkova (2019) argue that
although the field of crisis communication is full of case studies, the issue is in their disability
to produce generalizable information and evidence-based guidance. Cutler (2004) confirms
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that the lack of theories is stigmatizing the field of public relations. Nevertheless,
Metsämuuronen (2005, 207) mentions that the possibility of creating generalizable information
cannot be completely ruled out in case studies, whereas Cutler (2004) also states that case
studies can be a fully suitable approach for public relation papers if the methodology is well
planned and executed.

Although there was a possibility that this research would not be able to generate objective
information for the generalization, the author still believed other goals could have been
achieved. Hence, this research also aimed to explore crisis communication in the eSports
context as a trailblazer and in an explorative manner, understand how the case-organization
succeeded in crisis communication and discover new questions and issues that could be
further studied by other scholars.

Sub-questions of this thesis are as follows:

1. What crisis response strategies did ENCE eSports use and did the strategies match
the crisis types according to SCCT?
2. What were the short-term effects of ENCE eSports’ crisis communication responses
and why did the effects occur?
3. What were the long-term effects of ENCE eSports’ crisis communication responses and
why did the effects occur?

Sub-question 1. was approached in two parts. At first, the crisis type of the case was
determined according to SCCT guidelines. Afterwards the case organization’s crisis
responses were analyzed by comparing them and SCCT’s crisis response strategies. The
analysis included not only the official statements by the organization but also comments and
interviews in which the members of the organization had given statements regarding the crisis.
This was important because the frame of the crisis that the organization aimed to build was
constructed from all given statements.
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Sub-question 2. took the short-term effects of the case organization’s crisis communication
into account. The goal was to observe the immediate effect of the responses and examine if
matching or mismatching the response strategies had had any effect in accelerating or
mitigating the crisis. This was conducted by examining the most frequent emotions that
appeared in online discussions that were related to ENCE’s actions. Furthermore, this section
aimed to understand what the other causes behind the reactions that the organization’s
stakeholders had been expressing were.

Sub-question 3. aimed to discover the effects of the crisis communication in a similar manner
as sub-question 2, except that the online discussions that were analyzed date to 9 months
after the initial crisis had started. Again, most common emotions that had appeared in the
discussions were observed and the goal was to investigate the reasons for the supportive or
disapproving emotions based on the discussions.

3.1 Case Description
This chapter discusses the history of the case organization and describes the reasons behind
the crisis and moreover, explains how the crisis proceeded. In table 2 the key personnel of the
organization are introduced as this helps to conceive who the primary actors in the case were.
The quotes after the players’ real names refer to gamertags which are often used in eSports.

Table 2. Key Personnel of the Organization

Original players

Coach

New Players

Management

Aleksi Virolainen
"Aleksib"

Slaava Räsänen
"Twista"

Miikka Kemmpi "SunNy"

Mika Kuusisto CEO

Elias Olkkonen "Jamppi"

Joona Leppänen CMO

Aleksi Jalli "allu"
Jani Jussila "Aerial"
Jere Salo "sergej"
Sami Laasanen
"xseveN"
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ENCE eSports or EZ4ENCE as the brand states was a huge success story in the spring of
2019. Although ENCE was founded already in 2013, it did not find any significant success in
CS:GO until late 2018. Their most significant achievement was becoming the runners-up of a
major tournament held in Katowice, Poland in April 2019. The success in Katowice acted as a
route to popularity of the organization in Finland. Hartikainen (2019a) argues that a big reason
behind the organization’s hype was that CS:GO throughout its history has been one of the
most played video games in Finland and ENCE is the first fully Finnish team that has achieved
such incredible success by competing in it. He also adds that the excitement in Finland was
almost surreal during and after the major tournament since people around Finland assembled
and watched the games together and an anthem made for ENCE was among the top played
songs on Finnish Spotify. Moreover, the organization started publishing “Behind the Scenes”
videos, which offered the fans an opportunity to examine the life of ENCE’s players during the
tournaments. This made the connection between the players and fans stronger.

On the 18th of August 2019 an international journalist reported that according to multiple
sources, Aleksib will be removed from the time after the upcoming major tournament (Lewis,
2019). After that, players of ENCE were also spotted practicing with suNny and without
Aleksib, which accelerated speculation over the possible change (Lucky, 2019).
Consequently, on the 23rd of August ENCE eSports confirmed the rumor and announced
Aleksib indeed will be moved away from the line-up. The team informed its fans that the
decision was executed after a long and careful consideration and it was made so that the team
could remain competitive in the future (Hartikainen, 2019a). The fans did not like the decision
since the team had already exceeded expectations and Aleksib was one of the biggest
reasons behind the success if not the biggest. In addition, a notable detail is that Aleksib was
replaced by Miikka “suNny” Kemppi who was ranked the 16th best CS:GO player in the whole
world in 2018 (Hartikainen, 2019a), but the fans still disagreed with the decision as they did
not believe anyone on the team could make up for the lack of tactical knowledge Aleksib’s
departure had inflicted.

However, the change was not the only reason why the crisis started. Hartikainen (2019c) for
example reminded stakeholders that Aleksib had just signed a new two-year contract with the
organization a month before being removed from the team’s active lineup. The ethicality of
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ENCE’s operation was questioned as off the field issues were not Stated as the reason the
organization decided to make the move. Therefore, Partanen (2019) supposed that ENCE
was just chasing big transfer compensation from Aleksib’s contract. These suspicions gained
more momentum after Aerial’s interview was released on the 14th of September 2019 on
HLTV. In the interview, Aerial among other controversial things said the team had already
waited the transfer to happen for a couple of months (HLTV, 2019). For the organization the
situation did not get any better after Aleksib’s only reply to Aerial’s interview on Twitter was
“wtf did I just read” (Partanen, 2019).

Moreover, the media accelerated the crisis by stating that Aleksib was a victim of the
organization’s wrongdoing. For example, Hartikainen (2019b) described that one of the
biggest CS:GO news of the year had just been released as ENCE decided to change a player
and the victim of the change was the in-game leader Aleksib, who was adored and loved by
fans and who additionally took care of the greater part of ENCE’s PR duties.
The most heated situation started to fade after several weeks after Aerial’s interview. On the
4th of December Aleksib’s transfer to a new team was reported publicly and after that the only
communication response regarding the crisis by ENCE was the release of a video statement
that covered some reasons why the organization decided to execute this controversial
decision. Since then all parties have focused on the future. A significant part of this crisis and
evaluation of its emotional and reputational effects is that ENCE has failed to achieve any kind
of competitive success after their decision of removing Aleksib from the team. For instance,
ENCE’s world ranking has dropped from 4th to 20th place and they had a nine-game losing
streak in the early 2020. Thus, it is obvious that fans have remained angry towards the
organization as from the performance perspective the benching decision can be argued to be
a rather poor decision.

Nevertheless, during late April and early May 2020 some positive excitement has arisen again
around ENCE. This is due to their decision to acquire a sixth player for the team, who is widely
considered as one of the most talented young players in the whole world. After this transfer
ENCE has shown positive elements in their game and for example won a qualification
tournament without losing a single game.
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3.2 Data Collection
The data for the analysis was collected by utilizing primary sources. The usage of the primary
data was important because it disclosed the actions the case organization and its members
had taken while being in the midst of a crisis. All comments were collected from public
domains. The crisis communication responses were gathered between the time period of
August 2019 and December 2019. This period was chosen because the crisis was interpreted
to have started once the rumors of the Aleksib’s removal started circling around social media
in August and the end date was selected because the organization had not published any
content concerning the crisis from December until the date of publishing this paper. The data
sources included ENCE’s website, HLTV and the social media platforms Reddit and YouTube.
The reason for utilization of different sources was that the organization did not communicate
very actively concerning the crisis and, hence, the research exploited all platforms that were
used by the organization as well. While the responses on HLTV were given to the news media,
e.g. the CEO’s comment on a podcast on YT, the rest of the responses were

given

independently by the organization and its’ members on social media. Table 3 presents the
platforms that were utilized in the data collection and, also defines the description of the topic
and specifies the date when the content was published.

Table 3. Data Sources of Crisis Communication Responses
Source

Description

Date

ENCE's Website

ENCE welcomes Miikka "suNny" Kemppi

23.8.2019

HLTV

TWISTA: "[THE ATMOSPHERE IN THE TEAM] IS ALMOST
LIKE NOTHING IS HAPPENING"

28.8.2019

Twitter

Twista's Tweets

30.8.2019

Reddit

CMO's Statements in a thread: ENCE TV - "Behind the
Scenes" - End of a Chapter

12.9.2019

HLTV

AERIAL: "WE WANT TO BE THE NUMBER ONE TEAM IN
THE WORLD; IT'S WHY WE MADE THE CHANGE"

14.9.2019

YouTube

CEO's Statements in EsportsCast podcast

12.10.2019

YouTube

ENCE TV - Discussing Contract Extensions & Aleksib Trade
Details

18.12.2019
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The same time period was used while analyzing the short-term reactions of the fans whereas
the long-term effects analysis examines posts that were published between the time period of
March 2020 and May 2020. The reactions section used Reddit and YouTube as sources
because the case organization published most of its news in a video form on YouTube, which
made it natural to collect the data from the same platform where the fans share their immediate
reactions concerning the organization’s crisis responses. On the other hand, since not all
reactions were examined as responses to the content published by the case organization,
Reddit was the second source as it functions as a community where many CS:GO fans have
discussions. Table 4 defines the sources of data gathered for reactions’ analysis and
furthermore, discloses the description, publish date and number comments in each social
media post.

Table 4. Data Sources of Short and Long-term Reactions

Source

Description

Date

Comments
total

Reddit

DeKay's Sources: ENCE set to replace Aleksib
with suNny after Berlin Major

18.8.2019

589

YouTube

ENCE TV - Introducing Miikka 'suNny' Kemppi

23.8.2019

1 486

Reddit

Aerial: "We want to be the number one team in
the world; it's why we made the change"

14.9.2019

331

YouTube

ENCE TV - Discussing Contract Extensions &
Aleksib Trade Details

18.12.2019

557

YouTube

ENCE TV - "Behind the Scenes" - DreamHack
Open Anaheim 2020

9.3.2020

528

YouTube

ENCE TV - Welcome to Jamppi - CS:GO
becomes a six-man roster

21.4.2020

1 157

YouTube

ENCE TV - "Behind the Scenes" - The Jamppi
Debut

15.5.2020

287

Firstly, the data gathered for the analysis was coded by utilizing the SCCT crisis response
framework. The responses which the organization and its members had used were read by
the author and, based into the observations classified to crisis response categories that were
most suitable for each response. Secondly, all comments that appeared in the chosen online
discussion were placed under the analysis and examined by the author. The aim was to
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recognize fans’ emotions that most commonly appear with the emphasis on why these
emotions appeared. The familiarization of the reasons behind the appearance of emotions
was carried out by reading through every comment in the online discussions. Once the reading
was performed, the author chose the comments that described the causes that generated the
recognized emotions among the organization’s fans most precisely. Additionally, comments
that revealed how the emotions formed were chosen for the examination.
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4. CASE ANALYSIS
This chapter discusses the observations made concerning the crisis. First, the crisis type is
determined as the type needs to be identified in order to further analyze if the case
organization utilized the correct crisis response strategies according to SCCT. Additionally,
the crisis history and the prior relationship reputation are considered as they affect the crisis
responsibility of the organization and, thus, the selection of correct crisis response strategies.
In the first sub-chapter, the organization’s crisis communications responses are carefully
analyzed in a chronological order. The second sub-chapter examines the kind of reactions the
stakeholders expressed and aims to observe the causes behind the reactions in addition to
the organization’s crisis response strategies. Finally, the third sub-chapter explores the longterm effects of the crisis and also pursues to clarify the motives behind the reactions. The
second and the third sub-chapter which analyze the stakeholders’ reactions include quotations
from Finnish and English online discussions. The comments that were originally posted in
Finnish were translated into English by the author (see appendix. 1).

In order to facilitate the following of the crisis events, a timeline is presented in figure 4. The
timeline involves all the events that are covered in this analysis, including the events that are
discussed in order to study the long-term effects of the crisis.
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Figure 4. Timeline of the Events

4.1 Crisis Responses
The analysis is approached by dividing the crisis into two phases. The first phase contains the
original crisis that began when rumors regarding the organization’s decision to remove Aleksib
from the line-up and replace him with suNny started spreading around. After that the second
phase covers the continuation of the original crisis, which started about a month after the initial
crisis when Aerial gave an interview to HLTV. This interview substantially increased the
amount of negativity in online discussions. Hence, the second phase examines the
communication after the Aerial’s interview.

A review of ENCE eSports original crisis indicates that the crisis can be classified as a
preventable crisis as the organization possessed a full control of the situation and executed
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decision to remove the player from the active lineup after a careful consideration. Thus, it can
be stated that the crisis origin was internal. Because of this, the stakeholders, i.e. the fans
perceived the situation in a manner that the organization was fully responsible for the decision
to execute the player’s replacement. However, when considering the overall crisis
responsibility and the execution of correct crisis response strategies, other elements
connected to the crisis responsibility needs to be acknowledged as well. As SCCT states,
these elements are the organization’s crisis history and prior relationship reputation.

First, the organization does not possess any notable crisis history and no similar crisis have
occurred in the past. This can be explained by examining the novelty of the organization. It
has only been popular and well-known among the eSports followers and fans since the late
2018. On the other hand, the prior relationship with the fans was nothing but great. This
excellent relationship was a result of the organization’s tremendously successful period of time
when the CS:GO team was winning games at a rate of that was unheard of in the Finnish
CS:GO context as most of the fans started supporting the organization during this period.
Thus, according to the SCCT framework, the only negative factors that could have affected
the crisis responsibility were crisis response strategies and the original crisis itself.

When considering the second crisis phase, the situation changes slightly because the prior
relationship reputation had already taken a substantial hit due to the initial crisis. The crisis
origin is again internal and, hence, the second phase of the crisis is also classified as a
preventable crisis type. Again, according to SCCT the recommended crisis response
strategies are either compensation or apology, which belong to the rebuild response
strategies.

4.1.1 Rumor Situation
The analysis begins with the rumors that were presented by the media. ENCE’s first reaction
was to utilize a no-response strategy as they decided to ignore the rumor initiated by the
media. This is understandable because the rumor was true, but since the transfer of suNny
had not been finalized yet, no confirmation could have been given. If the media had not leaked
the news, the organization could have used the “steal the thunder” strategy, which could have
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spared the organization the sustaining severe reputational damages. Consequently, they had
to make a deal with another organization which made it inevitable that people outside of the
case organization had the knowledge of the transfer, thus, putting ENCE into a position in
which they could not control if someone else leaked the information regarding the negotiations
to the media. However, the organization could also have operated more wisely because the
players of the team had been spotted practicing with suNny over a week before the transfer
was announced. This is, of course, not a crisis response, but it sent a relatively strong
message that something might be happening in the near future and also removed the
possibility to utilize the “steal the thunder“ strategy.

4.1.2 The First Public Announcement

The first step in the crisis was when ENCE published their official announcement regarding
the Aleksib’s removal from the team. The message in the announcement was framed by
utilizing the following crisis response strategies: justification and reminding. The following
quotes from ENCE’s official statement demonstrate these strategies and describe the chosen
tone:
“Aleksib has been an important part of the unforgettable run we have had in the last year and
a half, and we are proud of the foundation he has built with us at ENCE”
“After careful evaluation of the situation with the current team dynamic, the team and
management agreed a change was necessary for ENCE to keep pushing towards consistently
making championship contending runs in international tournaments.”

A noteworthy fact is that although the organization was aiming to justify its action by stating
that the problem was in the current team dynamic, no adjusting information regarding the event
was shared with the fan community. This is not necessarily a problem since one could argue
that this kind of issues should be dealt internally and not shared with the people outside of the
organization. However, in this case it could have been worth sharing at least some more
information as the organization was nurturing a preventable crisis and striving to build a
completely new frame of the crisis for the fan community. On the other hand, since the transfer
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decision had already been made, the organization could not have backed down from the
situation by issuing a real apology before even giving a chance for the new line-up to prove
their ability to compete on a high level. The compensation strategy was not utilized either. The
previous studies stated that many organizations do not necessarily possess enough financial
resources to execute these most accommodative response strategies, which is likely the
reason why ENCE did not use them. In any case according to SCCT the usage of justification
response strategy can be proclaimed as a mismatch in a preventable crisis type.
4.1.3 Head Coach’s Statements

After the official statement was given concerning the crisis, no other announcements had been
published until December. Thus, the attention of this research is shifted to the comments of
individual members of the organization. Following the official statement, the head coach of
ENCE took a stand for the crisis by using strategies from the denial (denial) and diminish
postures (justification) and providing some additional instructing information. When
considering the framing of the crisis, head coach’s rational argumentation of the situation in
an official interview changed to very emotionally framed messages on Twitter. The quotes
display the usage of denial and justification strategies and the official/emotional tone:

"That's the thing, I don't know why, but everyone assumes that Aleksib has been leading the
whole time, but that's not the case. allu has been doing a lot of help for Aleksib, there have
been a lot of matches in our previous tournaments where allu actually took the lead in the
match and he was leading in the match. It has been bouncing back from Aleksib to allu, of
course a bit more on Aleksib, but still, allu has been doing a lot of work on that side. That's
why in a way it's easy to continue from that point because allu wants to lead, as well, and he
always took the lead when needed."
“Didn't want to go there at any point, but getting annoyed by everyones assumptions. If you
would know the whole story about last 4~ months it would blow ur minds. #Facts”
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“I'm sorry where did I understate him or said he isn't / haven't been important part of our team?
I talked about allu leading. I'd like to quote Thoorin on this one #FanLogic End of discussion
for me.”
The head coach’s interview offered a bit more instructing information regarding the reasons
behind the change, but the Twitter messages regarding the crisis for the fans and
representatives of the media could have aroused a lot more questions. The statement which
argued that if people knew more, they would be surprised could be interpreted in a manner
that it probably actually awoke more interest especially among the fans and media, which likely
did not mitigate the crisis. Hence, at this stage ENCE’s crisis responses lacked consistency
and did not match the crisis type. According to the SCCT guidelines the correct match would
have been the execution of strategies from the rebuilding posture i.e. either compensation or
apology strategy. In addition, the lack of consistency was a result of mixing strategies from the
deny posture with other postures as the SCCT states that when strategies from the deny are
utilized, no strategies from other posture should be used because it has a deflating effect on
the overall message.
4.1.4 CMO’s Statements
As the crisis moved forward and the Aleksib’s removal from the starting roster became
permanent, multiple players from the team and members of the management used reminding
response strategies as they remembered the past and thanked Aleksib for the shared
moments and achievements. The messages were framed emotionally. Particularly one of
these messages was powerfully delivered as the CMO Joona Leppänen commented on the
situation and Aleksib’s departure on Reddit in a following manner:
“Thank you Aleksib for being such a professional through thick and thin. You've grown
tremendously this last 18 months and I respect you endlessly for everything.”
“We have and will help Aleksib every step of the way to make sure he can take the next step
in his career.”
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However, none of these CMO’s messages included primary crisis response strategies. Also,
an odd feature in the marketing manager’s comments is that they were posted on a Reddit
thread in which the reach of the fans was really narrow. For example, his comment gathered
only a total of two comments whereas the whole thread also consisted of only 36 comments.
It can be argued that the intention behind the CMO’s message was benevolent, especially
because the organization or members of it had not communicated much with the fans or had
not tried to establish much of a dialogue. Although the dialogue could have helped the
organization to build more durable and dynamic relationship with the fans. However, since the
platform was hidden so well from the publics, the gains from this attempt to explain the
organization’s actions and show emotions towards Aleksib were inadequate.
4.1.5 Aerial’s Interview

The second stage of the crisis began in autumn when Aerial gave his controversial interview
for the HLTV. Instead of using reminding strategy as many other organization members, the
player utilized the scapegoating strategy, which shifted the blame towards Aleksib by. for
example, questioning his knowledge regarding the game and claiming that the team had
already been wanted the change for several months. The below quotes describe how the
scapegoating was executed:
“With Aleksib we just tried to play default and did the same executes all over again, so that's
how it's different with allu - always trying something new.”
“We've been stuck and that's one reason, the other reason is that people wanted changes in
the team. We didn't have that much motivation to practice and we wanted to get more firepower
on the team”

ENCE reacted to this crisis by deciding to stop almost all communication regarding the crisis.
The next time the organization addressed the crisis was in December 2019, which was also
the last time a public comment discussing Aleksib’s transfer to another organization was made.
In total the organization’s silence lasted over 3 months, from September 14th until December
18th. However, the CEO Mika Kuusisto briefly commented on Aerial’s interview one month
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later in a Finnish podcast, which means that the addressed stakeholders are limited to the
followers of the Esportscast podcast. Nevertheless, the CEO stated in the interview that Aerial
could have probably considered his words a bit more carefully, although he emphasized that
he had not been present when the interview was conducted, which means he had no firsthand knowledge of what happened. Additionally, he stated that he had heard that the journalist
had possibly strived to manipulate Aerial to say certain things. Hence, it can be stated that the
scapegoating strategy (denial posture) was used along with the justification strategy, which
created a mismatch as the deny crisis response strategies should not be mixed with other
strategies as the overall effectiveness is reduced.

Finally, in December ENCE published a video on their YouTube channel with a description
“Discussing Contract Extensions & Aleksib Trade Details”. The strategies used in the video
stayed consistent with the earlier statements as the members of the management utilized
justification. Thus, neither were new response strategies introduced nor did the organization
comment Aerial’s interview or head coach’s comment “If you knew the whole story about last
4~ months it would blow ur minds” in any way or provide more instructing information
concerning the reasons why the change had been made. The new information that was given
concerned the factors why the organization decided to stop communicating after Aerial’s
interview and how the transfer process itself had happened, but the reasons behind the
change were not addressed.

To summarize the analysis, it can be concluded that the management of the organization
stayed rather consistent with their responses regarding the crisis throughout the whole period
whereas the players and the head coach stretched the frames wider. However, none of the
responses given by the members of the organization managed to match the frame that a
preventable crisis type requires. The matching strategy in a preventable crisis type would have
been apology or compensation, which, for example, could have been executed by offering a
possibility to receive monetary compensation of fan gear that were bought because of Aleksib.
Table 5 summarizes the utilized crisis response strategies.
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Table 5. Summary of Utilized Response Strategies

Crisis Phase

Actor

Response strategy

Date

1

-

No-response

18-23.8.2019

1

Organization

Justification/Reminding

23.8.2019

1

Head Coach

Justification/Denial

28-30.8.2019

1

CMO

Reminding

12.9.2019

2

Aerial

Justification/Scapegoating

14.9.2019

2

-

No-response

14.9-12.10.2019

2

CEO

Justification/Scapegoating

12.10.2019

2

CEO & CMO

Justification

18.12.2019

4.2 Short-term Effects
The short-term effects of the crisis are analyzed by examining the responses ENCE’s fans
gave for the organization after each utilized crisis response strategy. The focus is on identifying
the emotions that most commonly appear in the online discussions and on the causes of these
emotions.

4.2.1 Rumor Situation

Firstly, the initial rumor situation in which ENCE decided not to issue any comments to calm
down the fans’ feelings as the transfer had not been completed yet is under analysis. As there
were no social media posts by the organization regarding this phase since they had not been
issued any comments, the analysis is conducted by examining a Reddit thread that discussed
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the topic. The following quotes from that the Reddit thread portray how the stakeholders were
affected by the uncertainty that existed in the situation:
“crazy idea tbh. Him (Aleksib) and sergej are like irreplaceable wtf is ence doing. Get rid of
aerial or smth”
“the last person on the lineup you would want to replace imo but this probably means he's
been poached by a bigger organisation”
“One more reason for his departure might be Finnish compulsory military service. Looking at
his team history, it might be he has not yet completed it.”
“just dont be true.. pls..”

As there was no evident transgressor at this point of the crisis, people were merely guessing
what and why would happen in the future and whether the rumors were true. However, they
are not harmoniously blaming anyone since everyone had their own theories regarding the
reasons for the situation. Therefore, the emotional reactions of the commentators were very
mixed. Some were showing anger towards the organization, others were trying to construct
logical explanations to make themselves feel calmer whereas one group of people was
expressing sadness.

An interesting observation is that Finnish commentators were emphasizing that especially in
Finnish CS:GO scene it is common that teams are making roster changes like this in order to
have more fun or to play with their friends. Although the case organization did not possess
any similar crisis history it looks like the fans held the past transgressions conducted by other
Finnish CS:GO organization’s against ENCE:
“Finnish players are known for making ruthless cuts like this.”
“In the Finnish scene it is completely normal to break up a good, well-functioning team just
because it would be nicer to play with someone else.” [translation]
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Due to these comments it is worth mentioning that the people from ENCE’s management and
older team players have a long history in the Finnish CS:GO scene, which may be the reason
why the organization was held accountable for the previous crises. In any case, these types
of comments represent frustration more than anger as it seems like the older Finnish CS:GO
fans are so used to things this happen that the anger appears in the form of frustration.

4.2.2 The First Public Announcement

After that, the organization published the official statement regarding the replacement of
Aleksib. The YouTube video that announced suNny was joining the team gathered almost
1500 comments that mostly portrayed sadness over the situation. The fans were clearly
grieving that their favorite player was indeed leaving the organization. The comments describe
well how deep the connection between the fans and Aleksib is. On the other hand, a number
of fans expressed anger in their comments as it seemed that they felt the organization had
symbolically stolen or destroyed the fan-Aleksib relationship without any warning and reason.
The fans’ attachment to Aleksib might be related to the fact that the organization is rather new
and, does not possess a very long history. This made the fans attached to the player, who
was considered to be mainly responsible for achieving the success, rather than to the
organization. Although most of the comments were expressing sadness or anger, also
sympathy and support was expressed. It is likely that these fans who expressed support were
not as attached to this single player but rather cheered for the organization no matter who
played for them. Anyway, the short-term reactions revealed that the justification and reminding
response strategies did mitigate the emotions in online discussions weakly. The quotes below
demonstrate the perceived emotions in the following order: sadness, anger and sympathy:
“Poor Aleksib , he deserved better, I really wish him good luck and I hope he gets a place in a
good team. :(“
“AlexB gone? What the heck? RIP ENCE...U just lost a fan in me”
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Why people are disliking so much, these player changes are a common thing, I will become a
fan of Aleksib’s new team and of course I’ll stay as ence’s fan as well, although, ofc, this new
line-up is terrifying me a bit.“ [Translation]
Additionally, some of the fans were afraid that the Aleksib’s importance for the team was so
significant that the team would start sliding down in the CS:GO world rankings due to the
Aleksib’s removal. This shows how important the aspect of winning was for the fans. The next
quotation shows how this observation appeared in the discussion:
“You got to be kidding me. You're destroying one of the most performing roster? RIP Ence.”

Figure 5 concludes the crisis phase 1 in the form of SCCT:

Figure 5. Phase 1 in the Form of SCCT Framework
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4.2.3 Aerial’s Interview
Once the crisis moved on to Aerial’s controversial interview and phase two of the crisis, the
fan comments exploded on another level. The comments gathered for this section were
obtained from a Reddit thread. In the comments, there was no sadness expressed anymore,
but rather disgust and anger. It can be observed that the decision to execute response
strategies from the denial posture explicitly accelerated the hate towards the organization
among the fans. On the other hand, the comments also demonstrated that the scapegoating
strategy aggravated the fans as they were interpreting that in this interview Aerial was not only
explaining why the Aleksib’s replacement happened but was also shifting the blame on
Aleksib:
“What the f*** Aerial? This was probably worst interview I've ever read from ENCE.
“That was such a hard read. As a Finn I want to see other Finns do well and as ENCE is the
best one I am obviously proud of them, but goddamn they're making it so hard to like them...”

Since the fans had developed a deep connection with Aleksib, it could be perceived that they
did not approve the kind of crisis framing as they attacked the organization and the player
verbally:
“who okayed this? has this guy never given an interview before? their benched player is barely
off the team and they're already shitting on him publicly, that's real contempt and disrespect
they're showing”

Additionally, the business knowledge of the organization was questioned in the comments:
“I am also kinda confused about the timing of this interview. ENCE is trying to sell aleksib right
now, that's some next level marketing I guess.”

All in all, it was a mildly peculiar decision not to issue any responses by the organization or
the players regarding this interview, for example in the form of an apology, especially since
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the CEO a month later stated in a podcast the following month that the journalist had
manipulated Aerial to express things in a certain way.

4.2.4 Last Public Announcement

ENCE published the last announcement regarding the crisis in the form of YouTube video.
Consequently, the comments that were analyzed in this part were obtained from the video’s
comment section. The fan comments demonstrate that the organization’s last public statement
regarding the crisis did not affect the framing of the crisis among the fans since they were not
only portraying anger heavily but also disgust. It is noticeable that the fans were wanted for
more instructing information from the organization as they were not satisfied with the lack of
explanation of the reasons behind the transfer. In addition, the comments expressed that the
anger that still existed in almost every comment had gotten worse because of the previous
crisis responses that were utilized. Due to that, the fans were requiring the organization to
discuss those matters that were stated in earlier comments. However, although almost every
comment was criticizing the organization, there were still some fans that were defending the
organization’s actions in the form of sympathy. It was notable that the long no-response period
did not mitigate the emotions much in online discussions. The following quotes portray the
emotions of anger, disgust and sympathy:
“This video did not include any new comments? Yeah, you sold Aleksi, and replaced him with
SunNy. People know that very well – The problems are how you did it, WHY you did it and,
additionally, how the players commentated on Aleksib’s transfer.” [Translation]
”-Not a single word of Aerial’s HLTV comments – Not a single word of Twista’s Twitter
comments – Not a single word of the reason why the change was made.” [Translation]
“These so-called fans, who were fans of ENCE only because of Aleksib are pissing me off
because they are bad mouthing the organization right away once the results of the new roster
are poor.” [Translation]
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These findings also support the earlier findings that most of the fans were more attached to
the player than to the organization and that a smaller number was ready to portray support for
the organization.

In addition, a new perspective can be observed from the comments since in the last public
announcement the organization discussed that part of the reason why Aleksib had been
signed to a new contract in the summer was that the organization needed to get the buy-out
money from his contract in order to finance the acquisition of suNny. It seems like this
disclosure also increased the negative emotions among the fans as the action was deemed
as unethical:
“It feels like that contract extension was made purely and simply because of money. UNSUB,
DISKLIKE :) Thanks and bye.” [Translation]
As a conclusion it can be stated that the organization’s crisis communication did not succeed
in mitigating the negative emotions expressed by the fans. Instead, it even increased the anger
among the fans as they wanted the organization to provide information regarding the
controversial comments that had been given. Hence, the no-response strategy, especially at
the later stages of the crisis, appears to be a substantial failure whereas the scapegoating
strategy also increased the negative emotions among the fans rather than reduced them.
Furthermore, the data shows that many fans were more willing to support the player than the
organization in the crisis and even disbanded the organization because of the removal of
Aleksib. This happened likely because the fans had developed a deep connection with the
player instead of the organization as the organization had not existed for a very long period of
time. Finally, the short-term reactions portrayed that the organization had a damaged
reputation among a number of fans already at the beginning of the crisis because they held
the organization responsible for the crisis that had occurred in the past of the Finnish CS:GO
scene. This damaged reputation likely occurred because many members of the case
organization had been part of multiple Finnish CS:GO teams in the past. Finally, figure 6
summarizes the crisis in from the SCCT perspective. The texts marked with the red color
highlights the differences compared with the phase 1 of the crisis.
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Figure 6. Phase 2 in the Form of SCCT Framework

4.3 Long-term Success
When analyzing the long-term effects of crisis communication, the attention is shifted to social
media posts that were published a relatively long period of time after the initial crisis had
occurred. Like the previous chapter, this chapter also aims to examine the emotions that
occurred in the online discussions and strives to explore the causes behind the emotions.

4.3.1 Reactions after the Losing Streak
Firstly, the comments of “Behind the Scenes” YouTube video is analyzed in which ENCE
played in Anaheim, in late March 2020 and ended up finishing last. This was the last
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tournament during their losing streak, which makes it suitable for analyzing the fans’ reactions.
Although this tournament and the tournaments before it did not go very well and overall, the
team had not had any success since Aleksib’s departure, a great difference can be perceived
in the amount of positive comments as majority of them were showing sympathy towards the
organization:
“Now the guys are having a great atmosphere. Good luck, back to the top-5 this year.”
[Translation]

However, some comments that show sympathy also include an element of frustration, which
was appeared due to the lack of success and wins.
“I wanna see ence to succeed but it slowly starts looking like that success will not be found.
Now guys you need to get a grip on oneself and in esl pro league you’ll show how the things
are done.” [Translation]

Additionally, a lot of comments were still negative towards the organization. A striking negative
emotion was not anger anymore but some commentators were rather expressing
schadenfreude as they were reminding the organization that the things could have been better
if Aleksib was still playing for the team.
“Well, the main thing is that now it is fun to play and you have a lot of firepower :DDDDD?”
[Translation]

Schadenfreude was probably expressed because some of the fans felt that the organization
violated them so deeply that they deserved revenge. On the other hand, the reason why the
amount of negativity had decreased might be related to the reduced level of international
commentators. While the team was still finding more success, the commentators that used
English as their language of communication were a substantially bigger group than at this
point. This suggests that a number of fans (especially the international ones) had abandoned
the organization and moved on following Aleksib’s new organization and its performances.
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4.3.2 Jamppi’s Signing
The next post dates to the late April of 2020 and covers the announcement of Jamppi’s signing
to the team. As the previous announcements, this one was also announced by a YouTube
video. In the post’s comment section, the negativity was reduced again compared with the
previously analyzed post. The commentators were mostly expressing sympathy and
excitement as many of them considered Jamppi a great acquisition:
“Also, a pretty good PR solution as Ence has been in a downhill for a long time in the fans’
eyes whereas most of the fans support Jamppi”. [Translation]
“to be honest, this is probably the best move you could have made, especially after the aleksib
pr stuff. really liking this”
Jamppi’s energetic personality and talent were clearly the reasons that made the
commentators feel excitement about the future. As Jamppi is also internationally recognized
player, the international fans had also returned to comment ENCE’s posts on social media.
The references to Aleksib and ENCE’s failed crisis communication were almost completely
non-existent in this post. However, a small amount of negativity that was expressed in the
discussions, was aimed at possible losses as rare commentators did not believe that Jamppi
was the key piece or someone who could make the current roster perform better:
“Honestly I'd like Jampii on this roster, but it still really feels like adding yet another band aid
onto a team that really just needs a full rework in order to be viable again”
4.3.3 Jamppi’s First Tournament
The last post that is set under analysis in this research examines the comments of ENCE’s
“Behind the Scenes” YouTube episode, which filmed ENCE’s first tournament with Jamppi, in
which the team did not lose a single match. In the comment section the excitement of the fans
clearly increased compared with the previous post and Jamppi was praised as his habitus was
even compared to Aleksib:
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“This new roster change is a great thing for the whole team! The games even in Road to Rio
tournament started looking better immediately after Elias (Jamppi) joined the team.“
[Translation]
“Jamppi’s supportive attitude and passion to play remind me of Aleksib a little bit.”
[Translation]

This time the comments that referred to the crisis did not exist in these discussions at all. In
addition, the fans were showing more excitement due to the team’s victorious performance.
This element seemed to be important for most of the commentators and as the team won,
there was no negativity observed among the comments:
“I’m just happy that the Ence guys are starting to win again”

These three posts that were analyzed to examine the long-term effects of the crisis and the
organization’s crisis communication first of all demonstrate that the negativity and references
to Aleksib reduced slowly as positive things started happening around the organization.
However, one definite effect of the crisis was that at least part of the fans abandoned the
organization with Aleksib. Especially the amount of international commentators in ENCE’s
social media posts was substantially reduced. At the beginning of the evaluation of the longterm effects the team was still in the middle of a losing streak and some of the fans were
portraying schadenfreude towards the organization but that also disappeared because the
affirmative things began occurring. On the other hand, even during the losing streak most of
the commentators were supportive towards the organization in the discussions, although some
were irritated by the losses.

At the end of the analysis, when Jamppi was signed, the excitement or sympathy were
expressed in almost every comment, even though it should be noted that most of the
excitement was related to Jamppi and his personality and performance, which also attracted
new international commentators to join the online discussions. Hence, it seems like the
negative emotions that were still existing from the crisis era were replaced by the positive
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emotions caused by the winning but also by the attachment that the commentators felt towards
Jamppi but not necessarily towards the organization. This can be summarized by stating that
at the beginning of the crisis the fans had a positive engagement with the organization, but it
disappeared as the fans disengaged from following the organization when the removal of
Aleksib was published and developed again at the end the positive engagement because of
Jamppi’s signing. Therefore, the consequence of the crisis was mainly the negative crisis
history that the organization now possesses. Lastly, figure 7 summarizes the SCCT related
findings.

Figure 7. The crisis outcomes of prior relationship reputation and crisis history

65

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
The goal of this study was to research the effect of matched/mismatched SCCT crisis
response strategies in stakeholders’ short- and long-term reactions and also the reason
behind these reactions. Not many studies have tested the SCCT framework in the sport
context. Hence, this research also strived to experiment if the SCCT guidelines were
applicable to the eSports organization’s crisis communication. These issues were pursued to
be tested by utilizing a single case study method. This chapter introduces the theoretical and
practical contributions of the study, discusses the limitations of the study and suggests topics
for future studies.

5.1 What Crisis Response Strategies did ENCE eSports Use and Did the
Strategies Match the Crisis Types According to SCCT?
The research found that ENCE was involved in two crises that both belonged to the SCCT’s
preventable crisis cluster. The crises that fall into this category require execution of crisis
response strategies from the rebuilding posture i.e. compensation (monetary or other gifts) or
apology (taking full responsibility of the crisis and asking for forgiveness). However, the
organization utilized the following response strategies: denial, scapegoating, justification and
reminding, which belong to denial, diminish and bolstering postures. Therefore, the utilized
response strategies did not match the SCCT guidelines and were ruled as mismatches. In
addition, the organization violated one of the core rules of SCCT as the organization mixed
strategies from denial posture with other postures. According to the SCCT guidelines this
causes negative effect on the organization’s overall message, which the organization is
pursuing to send to the stakeholders concerning the crisis. One of the problems was also that
the organization did not share much of the instructing information to the stakeholders regarding
the crisis, which should always be provided along with the primary and secondary crisis
response strategies.
When considering, who executed the responses that differed the most from the organization’s
overall message and generated the most negative media coverage, the analysis revealed the
solution as the player (Aerial) and the coach. This support the finding of Glantz (2010) that in
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a situation when athletes or, in this case, the professional eSports players are requested to
comment the crisis, difficulties may arise as they are not trained to communicate in a manner
that acknowledges the reputational threat in public response.

The analysis also demonstrated that it is not necessarily always possible or advisable to
execute the strategies the SSCT guidelines suggest regarding the preventable crisis type. The
SSCT guidelines states the correct matches for the preventable crisis type are either
compensation or apology. It was likely that in this case the rather small case organization did
not have enough financial resources to execute the compensation strategy. In this case, if the
financial recourses had not been a problem, the organization could have, for example, let the
fans return Aleksib’s jerseys that were bought from ENCE’s. The returns could have been
handled by offering a possibility to change Aleksib’s jersey for some other player’s jersey or
by refunding the money. In addition, the organization could have offered a possibility to return
any ENCE related fan merchandise and exchange them for a monetary compensation. This
finding is in line with the observations of Coombs (2007), Coombs and Holladay (2002) and
Sisco (2012) who pointed out that the most accommodative response strategies tend to be
financially expensive and, thus, not executable for every organization. Additionally, the initial
crisis started because of the organization’s decision to remove the fans’ favorite player from
the roster. If the organization had utilized the apology response strategy immediately at the
beginning of the crisis, it would have sent a bizarre message to other members of the team.
Practically, the organization would have been asking forgiveness from the fans even before
giving the new roster an opportunity to succeed. Hence, apologizing too early had likely
caused internal problems for the organization. Although not directly tested in this research the
correct response strategy especially with limited financial resources would likely have been
the sharing of only instructing and adjusting information since Clayes and Cauberghe (2012)
found that in the preventable crisis type sharing such information produced same results as
the utilization of matching crisis response strategies when the timing was correct.
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5.2 What Were the Short-term Effects of ENCE eSports’ Crisis
Communication Responses and Why Did the Effects Occur?
The short-term effects of ENCE’s crisis communication were mostly negative. During phase 1
the most common emotions that appeared in online discussions were sadness and anger.
Sadness mostly appeared when the initial crisis was at the very early stage and the fans did
not necessarily understand where the crisis origin was, hence, all of them did not target the
organization with their anger. On the other hand, once the organization started to share a little
bit of instructing information with the stakeholders, the picture of the situation slowly lightened
for the fans and that generated more anger whereas sadness started to fade away. This
indicates that the organization’s crisis communication failed once the negative emotions were
targeted towards the organization whereas the appearance of positively supportive emotions
lacked in online discussions. However, although the crisis communication failed to mitigate
the negative feelings during phase 1, the study also observed that the fans’ attachment to
Aleksib was the most substantial reason why the negative feelings appeared among the fans.
In phase 2 the organization’s poor crisis communication intensified the crisis as the fans
started to express disgust towards the organization along with the anger. The feeling of disgust
was associated with the utilization of the scapegoating strategy as one of the organization’s
players (Aerial) shifted the blame of the crisis on Aleksib. This finding of strategy that shifts
the blame on other parties and actually makes the preventable crises worse was also observed
by Brown et al. (2012) during the LeBron James controversy who also was not involved in any
criminal transgressions. Therefore, there is evidence that scapegoating and other denial type
of strategies may be very dangerous crisis communication strategies for the organization’s
reputation especially in the eSports and sports context if the fans have clearly defined the
crisis origin to be internal to the transgressor.

The finding related to the no-response strategy, which the case organization utilized for over
two months was contradictory to some research. After refraining from commenting the
situation for those two months the negative emotions anger and disgust did not disappear from
online discussions nor did the sympathy visibly increase. Thus, the findings were contradictory
to McDonald et al.’s (2010) who found that no-response strategy mitigated anger and
increased sympathy, positivity and loyalty towards the crisis organization. However, the
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context of McDonald’s study was completely different as they focused on the disaster related
events in the airline industry, which explains the differences to this study. This was proved by
Bradford and Garrett (1995) found the no-response strategy produced positive result in other
situations and negative results in some, whereas Park (2017) discovered that the no-response
strategy was an ineffective strategy to execute without any positive effects.

Another finding was that the fans were hoping to get more instructing information regarding
the decision-making process, and they were not satisfied with the outcome that the
organization did not publish an explicit motive for Aleksib’s removal. Coombs (2007) and
Claeys & Cauberghe (2012) argue it is vitally important to share the instructing information
during the crisis which was verified by the finding above. Hence, even though an organization
would utilize the no-response strategy, the instructing information should be shared in any
case.
When short-term effects of the case organization’s crisis communication were under analysis,
one of the key SCCT literature-related finding was that a part of the fans were holding the past
transgressions conducted by other Finnish CS:GO organizations against ENCE. Hence, it
could be interpreted that the history of transgressions in Finnish CS:GO scenes had already
been affecting ENCE’s crisis history negatively even before the initial crisis, although the
organization had not been part of those previous crises.

In other research papers this

phenomenon was determined as a reputational stigma, which, for example, means that a
single actor is capable of ruining the reputation of the whole business industry. A more precise
definition of a stigmatized organization was assessed by Devers, Dewett, Mishina and Belsito
(2009): “a stigmatized organization is viewed as fundamentally flawed in the sense that it is
perceived as emblematic of the negatively evaluated category to which it is linked and, thus,
caricatured as an embodiment of values that explicitly conflict with those of the stakeholder
group”. Furthermore, Olkkonen and Luoma-aho (2019) discussed reputational stigmas and
stakeholders’ negative expectations that maintain the stigmas. They proposed that when an
organization meets a negative expectation related to the reputational stigma, the stigma is
strengthened and maintained, which causes a reputational threat. Hence, the actors in the
certain field of business can cause the stigma to negatively affect organizations for a very long
period of time if they meet the negative expectations regularly. This might cause problems
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especially for new entrants who are not necessarily aware of the stigmas and, hence, do not
perceive that the organization’s reputation is damaged or at least threatened even though the
organization has not committed any transgressions.

Currently, SCCT does not take the reputational stigma into account while analyzing the factors
that affect the crisis responsibility as Coombs (2007) divides the factors influencing the crisis
responsibility into crisis history, prior relationship reputation, initial crisis and crisis response
strategies. Based on the finding of the reputational stigma’s effect on crisis responsibility, the
author of this research proposes that the SCCT should include reputational stigma as a part
of the SCCT framework as an independent factor since it seems to have an effect on crisis
responsibility and organizational reputation. Figure 8 demonstrates the revised SCCT
framework.

Figure 8. Revised SCCT framework (Coombs, 2007; Pöntinen, 2020)
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5.3 What Were the Long-term Effects of ENCE eSports’ Crisis
Communication Responses and Why Did the Effects Occur?
While analyzing the long-term effects of the crisis it became obvious that anger was mitigating
slowly over time in online discussions. This was partially seen as a result of the fans’
attachment to Aleksib, which had partially been the reason for the fans to stop following ENCE
as they had moved on to cheering for the Aleksib’s new organization. This finding was
recognized from the lack of international commentators in the ENCE’s YouTube videos.

At that stage the team was still in the middle of a losing streak, which was why some of the
comments in online discussions were expressing negative feelings albeit most of the
comments were showing sympathy towards the organization. Those who were still voicing
negativity in online discussions were rather expressing schadenfreude instead of anger, which
was the most common emotion earlier in the short-term part of analysis. This likely occurred
because these people had partially disengaged from being the fans of the organization due to
the crisis and were taking part in the online conversations only to remind the organization that
they were getting what they deserved in the form of losing. Thus, this was their revenge to the
organization.

At the end of the analysis the team signed a new player that was highly popular among the
eSports fans and it further increased the positive feelings in public discussions. Practically, the
fans’ attachment to the new player, Jamppi, and breaking the losing streak replaced the ill
feelings some of the fans were still having towards the organization. After Jamppi’s transfer
and winning a couple of matches, the most visible emotions in discussions were excitement
and sympathy. These feelings were connected to Jamppi’s personality and the game-play
skills. These long-term findings support the findings of Foroughi et al. (2016) who suggested
that the fans of a sport team experience more happiness and excitement when the quality of
the core product was increased. In the sports context, the improvement of core product means
that the organization acquires a star player and/or improves the winning record, which is
exactly what the case organization did in this research. The observation of appearance of
schadenfreude also supports the finding of Myungsuh (2020) that a product failure can result
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into schadenfreude that is expressed directly towards the organization. In this case the product
was the team that was failing to meet the success-based expectations the fans had set for
them, but once the quality of the team was improved, the revenging type of acts disappeared
from online discussions and were replaced by positive emotions.

In the end it can be concluded that the only notable long-term effect of the crisis is the negative
crisis history that the organization possesses. The crisis history concerns the removal of fans’
favorite player and the incapability to handle the crisis communication properly during a crisis
as the organization was heavily criticized among the fans especially due to the lack of
consistency in crisis responses but also because of failing to share enough instructing
information that would have satisfied the fans’ needs.

5.4 How Were the Fans’ Reactions Formed and How Did the Crisis
Communication Affect Them?
As the crisis of Aleksib’s removal started the fans were not completely aware of the crisis
origin. This led to mixed feelings across the board as the fans were guessing what the reason
behind the removal were and who the possible transgressor was. Once it became clear for the
fans that the transgressor was the organization, a lot of anger was directed towards it. Hence,
when the crisis origin was perceived as internal to the organization, the fans began expressing
more anger in the online discussions. In phase 1 the organization’s failed to execute correct
crisis response strategies according to SCCT and, thus, the feelings were not mitigated.
Furthermore, the execution of scapegoating response strategy in crisis phase 2 caused even
hate towards the organization as the fans did not agree with the picture the organization and
its member tried to build about the crisis.

However, while considering the origin of the negative emotions expressed in online
discussions the attachment to Aleksib came up as the greatest reason why people were
getting angry in the first place. This was highlighted when the scapegoating strategy was
utilized and the fans’ expressed disgust towards the organization. They clearly did not accept
the organization’s frame of the crisis that damaged Aleksib’s reputation by stating he was the
reason why the team had stagnated. If the team had been able to provide more instructing

72
information to support that kind of crisis framing, it is possible that the fans’ reactions would
not have been as angry in the great numbers. Later when the long-term reactions were
analyzed, the attachment to the new player, Jamppi, was perceived such strong that the
negativity and schadenfreude that had been expressed earlier due to the initial crisis, poor
crisis communication and team’s inability to win games disappeared.

5.5 Practical Implications
The findings suggest a couple of principles for the managers of eSports organizations. First of
all, once the managers decide to remove fans’ favorite player from the line-up, strategies from
the denial posture (especially scapegoating) should be avoided by all members of the
organization. On the other hand, the fans deeply want to get instructing information concerning
the reasons behind the removal if such is conducted. It is understandable that the managers
want to protect their players and not necessarily tell every detail of the organization’s internal
dynamic for the publics. However, if the organization decides to tell very little of the reasons,
the fans’ trust towards the organization might suffer drastically. Hence, it is advisable that the
organization should seek to find the balance on how much it can tell for the stakeholders. The
balance in every crisis is, of course, situational, but one possible tool for the organization is to
follow online discussions intensively and interpret what kind of questions the fans are
presenting and then provide answers to those questions in the best possible way without
communicating too sensitive information.

When considering the differences between the involvement of eSports and regular sports fans.
This case demonstrates how extremely willing the eSports fans were in joining the online
discussions regarding the crisis. A notable point in this case is that the fans were very engaged
in commenting the crisis on the organization’s own YouTube channel. This creates a great
opportunity to establish a dialogue with the fans as the organization does not even have to
search for online discussions since they are taking place on their own channel. However, if
the organization avoids communication with the fans during the crisis like in this case, the
comment sections will be filled with a lot of negativity, which will stay on the channel if the
organization does not delete posts or comments. Therefore, the active dialogue should be
pursued by the organization in order to reduce the amount of negativity among the fans.
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It also looks like the attachment to popular players and the wins in games together can
overturn the negative effects of a failed crisis communication, at least in a long period of time,
which in this study was approximately nine months. Therefore, the organization can aim to
exploit the acquisition of a star player and winning games during the crisis in order to mitigate
the crisis emotions along with the SCCT response strategies. However, the organizations
should also remember that the crisis history will be affecting the future crises negatively. Thus,
constantly relying on the influence of winning and the effect of star players can cause longterm issues as at some point the crisis history might possess such a substantial effect on the
organization’s reputation that the acquisition of a player the fans are attached to or winning
games do not fix the relationship with the fans anymore.

Additionally, especially before issuing any statement regarding the crisis, the crisis
organization should pursue to examine, if there are any reputational stigmas affecting the field
of business they are operating on. The detection of the stigmas may require a lot effort from
the organization, but the information helps the organization determine its crisis responsibility
more carefully. Another solution is that if the information is gathered before the crisis, the whole
crisis can possibly be avoided, if the organization can find another way to function that is not
related to the reputational stigma.

Finally, the case organization now possesses a crisis history regarding the crises that involve
player removals and poor crisis communication. This needs to be taken into account in crisis
communication if the organization is required to utilize crisis communication strategies or is
planning to remove a player from the team that the fans are attached to in the future.

5.6 Limitations and Future Study
This research contains several limitations. Firstly, the findings are not very generalizable since
the study only covers one crisis – ENCE eSports’ decision to remove Aleksib from the line-up.
Hence, the results only describe the effects of this particular preventable type of crisis that
occurs in the eSports context. Secondly, the research did not analyze every online discussion
or comment related to the crisis. By increasing the amount of data, the research’s reliability
would be higher. The lack of data especially affects the analysis of long-term effects as it would
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likely require a longer period of reviewing in order to reliably examine, if there in fact, were
other effects apart from the negative crisis history. Due to these limitations, the effect of this
research on the theoretical literature is frugal. However, the findings might be valuable for
other researchers in the same field and can be used as orientation for future studies.

The study highlights several topics that provide reasons for more research. For example,
future studies can explore the link between reputational stigmas and crisis responsibility and
organization’s reputation more carefully in order to further develop the SCCT framework. This
research revealed that reputational stigmas can have an important role when fans assess a
crisis history, which negatively affects the crisis responsibility. The sample size in this research
was so scarce that it was impossible to evaluate the robustness of reputational stigma’s effect
on crisis responsibility. Hence, the future research should focus on examining this relationship
in order to determine if it is worth inserting the reputational stigmas as part of the SCCT
framework

This study also found that in the long term, adding a player that the fans liked a lot, combined
with winning games removed almost all negative comments from online discussions. This
result should be clarified by future scholars with quantitative methods in order to understand
how strong the effect of the attachment to the popular players is compared to the negativity
caused by a crisis. Another interesting topic for future studies would be to examine whether
winning games and adding a star player that heavily engages fans in the organization’s work
can overcome the negative effects of a fan-favorite player’s removal in the short term as well.

The results of the research mostly supported the functionality of SCCT in the eSports context.
The only contradiction was related to the lack of accommodative response strategies that
could be applied to certain preventable types of crises. Thus, the tests of SCCT should be
continued in this field of business and in the sport context in order to gather more information
concerning the suitability.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1. Translations of Fans’ Reactions
1.

Original version: ”Suomalaisessa skenessä on ihan normaalia rikkoa hyvä toimiva
jengi vaan siks, että ois kivempi pelata jonkun toisen kanssa.”
Translated version: “In the Finnish scene it is completely normal to break up a good,
well-functioning team just because it would be nicer to play with someone else.”

2.

Original version: “Miks jengi dislikee nii paljo, näit pelaajavaihoksii tulee ja menee,
tuun olee aleksin tulevan tiimin fani ja encen, tottakai vähä pelottaa tää uus lineuppi”
Translated version: “Why people are disliking so much, these player changes are a
common thing, I will become a fan of Aleksib’s new team and of course I’ll stay as
ence’s fan as well, although, ofc, this new line-up is terrifying me a bit. “

3.

Original version: ”Eihän tässä videossa kommentoitu mitään uutta? Joo myitte Aleksin
ja otitte Sunnyn. Porukka tietää sen kyllä - ongelmat on ollut siinä miten teitte sen, tai
MIKSI teitte sen. Ja sen lisäksi se miten pelaajat kommentoivat aleksibn siirtoa.”
Translated version: “This video did not include any new comments? Yeah, you sold
Aleksi, and replaced him with SunNy. People know that very well – The problems are
how you did it, WHY you did it and, additionally, how the players commentated on
Aleksib’s transfer.”

4.

Original version: ”-Ei sanaakaan Aerialin hltv-kommenteista -Ei sanaakaan Twistan
twitter-kommenteista -Ei sanaakaan syistä miksi muutos tehtiin”
Translated version: ”-Not a single word of Aerial’s HLTV comments – Not a single
word of Twista’s Twitter comments – Not a single word of the reason why the change
was made.”

5.

Original version: Vitutaa nää ns fanit jotka oli vaan Aleksin takia ence faneja ja sitten
haukutaan kun ei tulosta heti tule uudella rosterilla”

Translated version: “These so-called fans, who were fans of ENCE only because of
Aleksib are pissing me off because they are bad mouthing the organization right away
once the results of the new roster are poor.”

6.

Original version: ”Tuntuu että tuo jatkosopimus tehtiin vain ja ainoastaan rahan takia.
UNSUB, DISLIKE :) Kiitos ja moro.”
Translated version: “It feels like that contract extension was made purely and simply
because of money. UNSUB, DISKLIKE :) Thanks and bye.”

7.

Original version: ”Nyt on hyvä tsemppi äijillä. Lycka till, takas top 5 tänä vuonna vielä.”
Translated version: “Now the guys are having a great atmosphere. Good luck, back
to the top-5 this year.”

8.

Original version: ”mää haluan nähä encen menestyvän mutta alkaa näyttää siltä
pikkuhiljaa että sitä menestystä ei tule. nyt äijjät itteä niskasta kiinni ja esl pro leaguessa
näytätte mistä kukko pas***”
Translated version: “I wanna see ence to succeed but it slowly starts looking like that
success will not be found. Now guys you need to get a grip on oneself and in esl pro
league you’ll show how the things are done.”

9.

Original version: ”No pääasia että nyt on hauskaa pelata ja tulivoimaa löytyy kunnolla
:DDDDD?”
Translated version: “Well, the main thing is that now it is fun to play and you have a
lot of firepower :DDDDD?”

10.

Original version: ”Aika hyvä PR-ratkasu kans, Ence ollu pitkään alamäessä fanien
silmissä, kun taas Jampin puolella on suurin osa faneista”¨
Translated version: “Also, a pretty good PR solution as Ence has been in a downhill
for a long time in the fans’ eyes whereas most of the fans support Jamppi”.

11.

Original version: ”Hyvä homma koko tiimille tää uus rosterimuutos! Heti Road to
Riossaki menny paremmi ku Elias on tullu jengiin mukaan”

Translated version: “This new roster change is a great thing for the whole team! The
games even in Road to Rio tournament started looking better immediately after Elias
(Jamppi) joined the team.“

12.

Original version: ”tulee mielee tost jampist vähä aleksib miten kannustava se on ja
tunteella se on”
Translated version: “Jamppi’s supportive attitude and passion to play remind me of
Aleksib a little bit.”

